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Traits 

Vincent, The Country Boy 
...,. }incenr de Paul was rooted in the country. and early in life he had every intention V of staying fixed there. lfhe vcmured beyond that serring after ordination it was 
to find clerical advancement. so he could return home more securely rooted. His 
hopes were nOt for h imself alone, but for his fam ily as well. In a Icn er [Q his mmher 
about his search (in 1610) he apologized for his present inabilil}' to help her and rhe 
fami ly, but he expressed confidence that God ~will bless my efrons and will soon give 
me the mea ns of an honorable ret irement, so that I may spend the rest of my days 
near you.~ 
That intention would not hold but would undergo some shi fti ng to change 
the face of th is si mple ambition. In time Vincent's talents would gain him 
admittance into the h ighest civil and eo:lesiasrical councils of Franc(:, and into th(: 
company of pc=ople of social stand ing far above his own. H is love for the coumry 
folk never d im in ished, but, in this upscale milieu, how did he maintain his 
perspective as one of them1 
There were t imes when Vince nt's background was indeed a n 
embarrassmem to him. One incident occurred during his adolescent days at the 
friars' school in Dax. It was an ea rly evem , [Q ~ sure, antedating h is priestly 
ministry, but it exposed his vulnerability. 'n later years he ~lIed the incident, with 
deep regret, in a public confession to his confreres about his shame at ~ing seen with 
his father in the IOwn: '" was ashamed to walk with hi m and to acknowledge him as 
my fathe r because he was badly dressed and a little lame." He had also shared this 
same regret with Madame de Lamoignon. A reoccurrence of this feeli ng threatened 
Vi ncent on the occasion of a visi t by his nephew from Dax. "When the uncle 
reflected that the nephew was probably a badly d ressed peasam," says Coste, "he 
experienced a momentary weakness and gave orders to have the youth [",l.ken secretly 
IJ 
[Q his room." Vincem, however, resisted the passing impulse and welcomed the 
youth and introduced him to many of the residents and visitors at the College-des-
Bons-Enfunts. 
It is not known how isolated tiles(' reactions were or how prolonged - his 
F.uher died in 1598 - but eventually Vincent would shed this ambivalence and be 
open about his country origins. He could, for instance, talk easily about the simple, 
frugal meals that the peasantS, himself included, usually ate. When people would 
make him more than he was, he would correct them as he did the poor old woman 
who asked for an alms on the score that she had been a servant of "Madame your 
mother." He told her, "You arc making a mistake, my good woman ... My mother 
never had a servant, and she did all the work herself because she was the wife, JUSt I 
am the son, of a poor peasam. ~ 
If, in the future, Vincent distanced himself from &mily, he did so for 
reasons other than embarrassment. Like Abraham, he said in a conference on 
mortification, the missionaries must be ready to leave everything to answer the call 
to the service of God: "Country and kindred are obstacles to .. . perfection." To 
illustrate. he rcalled his pain and the turmoil following a visit that he made to his 
&mily in 1622. experiencing "so much grief at leaving my poor relatives, that I did 
nothing but weep all along the road; to these tears succeeded the thought of giving 
them assistance ... " 
l Ie ca rried this burden for three months. praying all the time for deliverance 
from this "temptation," as he called it. At the end he was indeed freed from "these 
soft affections for my relatives; and though they have been depending on alms, and 
are so still, God has given me the grace to leave them to his providence, and to 
consider them more happy th:lIl if they had been in easy circumsrances." 
Missionaries. he believed, can become so engrossed in their families' affairs that they 
"are caught up in [hem like fl ies that have &lIen into a spider's web from which they 
cannot extricate themselves. " 
The "softness" whereby he defined undue attachment to his family did not 
mean repudiation, for during the rest of his life he often exp ressed affection for them, 
but also an enduring, stern detachment. When once he was urged to do something 
for them, he replied: "Do you think I do not love them? I have all the affection for 
them that any man can have for his own. If I allowed myself to follow the natural 
course of my feelings, [ would hasten to assist them, but I am bound to follow [he 
movemenr:s of grace and nor those of nature." 
In 1626. Vincent took a defini tive - and symbolic - step that divested 
him of any further financial responsibility toward his family. Within the agreement 
signed by Vincent and his early companions [0 labor together for the service of the 
poor cou ntry people, he turned over to his relatives whatever monies or property he 
then possessed. declaring these goods irrevocably "given, ceded, quitted, conveyed, 
abandoned. " 
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Throughout many of Vincent's letters to bishops and nobles there runs a 
refrain that countered the widespread acclaim that he received. The saint once 
responded to a request to dedicate a book to him by saying: "I am unerly unworthy 
of praise. If you arc to speak of me truly, you should say that I am the son of a 
husbandman, that [ tended cartle and swine, and al.so add that this is nothing in 
comparison with my ignorance and malice." For an explanation of this anirude we 
might say that it could have served to keep his accomplishmems and his associations 
with the rich and the prominent in perspective by holding pride at bay. Or perhaps 
to rnainrain credibility. "Everybody loves those who are simple and sincere ... who go 
straight on and speak without dissimulation , so that whatever [hey say they (do so) 
from the heart," Vincent told his confreres, almost as if describing himself. "They 
are esteemed at Court (when such persons happen to be found there) with universal 
esteem. In good socie£)" everyone shows them extraordinary affection . For, though 
all do not act simple, yet those who have no candor themselves, do not fail to love it 
in others." 
Again, it could be said that he used the device to Counteract his early 
ambitions for himself and his family and to reinforce his regret for his past 
embarrassment on their account. It might simply be that, because his whole life was 
oriented toward serving the poor country folk, he wished to give witness to a l a~rine 
solidari£), with them from birth, whatever other changes had occurred in his life. In 
any case, each utterance gave evidence of an abiding humi li£),. 
Vincent sought to communicate this personal perspective as thC' corporare 
idC'nti£),. tOO, for C'ach of his communiti('!i and for much the same reasons. HC' always 
rebuked any confrerC' who would praise the Company, by reminding the member of 
its humble origins. Following je'Sus, who chosC' as his apostles "poor, sinful men, 
workmen ofhumblC' origins," VincC'nt urged his sons to acknowledge themselves as 
"only wretched folk, poor peasants and nusbandmC'n." It is no coincidence that he 
chose as the distinguishing marks of the Company a group of virtues he called "little" 
- simplici£)', humili£)" meekness, mortification, and zeal - to serve as a hedge 
against pride and pretense that could easily overtake his confrere'S as well as himself 
The countrysidC' was indeed Vincent 's spi ritual homC'. It was the ground of 
his idC' nti£)" thC' sourcC' of his strC'ngth, a rC'fugC' fro m acclaim, and a defense against 
pride. MorcovC'r, it gave vigor to his s£)'le. It nurtured his common sensC' and 
prncticality, as well as his shrewdness, in judging people and in dealing with them. 
From the countryside, too, he derived forthright. pointed expression. using 
homely real istic imagery. He would speak of thC' apple, beautiful to behold. but 
meant to be enjoyed by C'at ingj of thC' shell of the snail [0 suggest narrowness of 
vision; of the immohili£), of the ass or the donkey. now [0 mean stubbornness, now 
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indifference; of the unchanging instincts of bees and pigeons to illustrate uniformity. 
Vincent reversed the process of the vain person who never lets the world 
forget their exalted pedigree. He stressed his lowly origins in order to shed the pride 
that would obscure his true self and to remove the barriers that would prevent him 
from reaching others' hearts. Such a stance of hum ility disposed him for drawing 
God's grace on his work, very much like - in an image he used elsewhere - the 
valley that draws its fert ility from the mountains above. God indeed did rai n his 
blessings on the work of Vincent to make those lowlands bloom. 
Octolm-Nowmbcr, 1992 
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vincent the 'Traveler 
{(! have traveled much in Concord," wrotc Henry David T horeau. who in his life 
scarcely ventured from the vicinity of Walden Pond. The inner journeys 
among ideas and imagination that this stay-at-home person undertook served him as 
a metaphor of fa r-ranging cosmic traveL This is an equally apt image through which 
to view the realities and the symbols of Vine em's activities and accom plishments. 
Vincent did indeed travel much in his early life, setti ng forth [0 pu rsue 
education, ordination and ecclesiastical advancement in such places as 1'oulouse. 
perhaps Zaragossa. Bordeaux, Pa ris and Rome. After some yea rs, he settled in Paris 
and its environs, which were eventually to h«ome the center of his world. 
Once thus established, his body stayed at home, but his interests and his 
ual roamed the universal Church. Content at first with foundations in France and 
Italy, his missionary vision, in its last two decades, followed the trade routes around 
the world - to Poland, to England, Scotland and Irela nd, to [he Barbary Coast, to 
Madagascar. He included other fields in that vision. Given rhe opportunities, he 
would have sc=nt missionaries to the Scandinavian countries, to Greece, Egypt, and 
Syria, and even to C hina and Australia and the New World. 
The man who never moved without signs from providence found solid 
reaso ns for what was to become his missionary outreach. He was approached by the 
Congregation of Propaganda Fide in Rome and by missionary bishops to share the 
sc=rvices of his Congrt'gation. An equally profound impulse came from within. In 
addition to a natural ual for sprt'ading the gospel as extensively as he could, he 
harbored a curious notion that encouraged him to seek alternate apostolates. In a 
letter to Jean Dehorgny he confessed: "I have ... :! great affection for the propagation 
of the Church in infidel lands, which arises from the fear I entertain that God may 
gradually bring her to naught in Europe and that liule or nothing may remain of her 
here in a hundred years' time, on account of the corruption of our morals, rhe new 
opi nions which are spreading more and more, and the general state of publ ic aff.ti rs." 
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Lay much of the blame for th is condition, Vincent said, at the feet of the 
dishonorable clergy. Nevertheless, he had no intention of abandoning Europe: its 
evangel ization was as important as the missions ad gmt~s. He compared the home 
missions to a holding action, ... fr:er the manner of "conquerors (whoJleave some of 
their troopS behind [0 guard what they already hold while they send on others to 
conquer new districts and extend thcir empire. " 
Vincent's voyages of the mind were not fan tasy, however. Rather, they 
bonded him to the apostolic realities of the mission. As thc missionaries traveled the 
world over, Vincent's spirit accompanied them, giving encouragement and direction, 
mediating disputes, sharing their joys and sorrows. In turn, their superior's interest 
kept them fraternally bondcd with those at home, whom Vincent also kept cu rrent 
with accounts of the trials and the triumphs of those on the missions. 
In offering these reportS VinClwt's words aTe often tinged with cnvy and 
regret that he himself could not be at thei r side. To the bishop of Limerick he 
lamented, "And would to God, my Lord, [ was worthy to be one of thc band! God 
knows that I would go with my whole heart. " And to Charles Nacquarr, preparing 
to depart for Madagascar, he wrote, "I now give myself absolutely, if not actually, to 
follow you, as indeed I am not worthy to do .... " 
Vincent's zeal made him a restless spirit, anxious 10 follow whcrever the call 
to evangelization beckoned. Confined to Saint-Lazare, he nevertheless ranged 
vic:ITiolisly over a worldwide cou rse, tramping in the footsteps of his missionaries. 
Their labors were as much a parr of him, and he of them, as those taking place in 
the next parish. Through his missionary vision he was able to project his presence, 
his charism, and his words to wherever his priests and brothers ventured. 
"Success" did not always attend these journeys. Plague, sh ipwreck, and 
persecution wcrc frequent companions. This mattercd not to Vincent. To him thc 
deaths of his sons were "rhe seed of a gren number of good missionaries." His words 
about thc ultimate victory of his deceased missionaries are a key to rhe hope that he 
held for all those who labored in the Congregation, both at home and abroad. All 
the scattered missionary paths, his own included, led to a common destination, 
where ;111 journeys come to rest. To use a favorite expression of his, lhal dcstination 
was "the mission of heaven. " 
StprrmlKr. 1991 
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Patron if1<4ugees 
rT" hc image that would best dramatize Vincent de Paul as the patron of chari ty 
~.L would be to show him at the cenrer of a whirlwind. its inner circle ringed with 
persons who defined his life: his missionaries and Daughters. his tay collabor:uors 
and benefactors. their energies spinning Out into the multitudes of the poor, the sick 
and the abandoned, the benefi ciaries of mercy. 
This image best portrays Vincem the spon taneous benefactor in times of 
crisis. The poor were always with him , true, and he served them in orderly ways 
through estahlish r.c] inst irutions and min istries of his missionaries and the siSTers. In 
disasters that came without warning. though, he was at his most charaClcrisric, 
respondi ng instinctively, improvising. atu:nding to thousands of details and adapting 
his strat~gy to them , and ~xhausting himself in personally working sid~ by sid~ with 
co-work~rs . 
One such crisis that comes easily to mind was his response to the floods of 
refugees that streamed into Paris as a result of the mid-century civil wars of the 
Fronde. Springing into action he dunned the queen and her Court for aid to fill th~ 
~ndless needs. He served on committees of nobles, and oth~r public officials, 10 
work for peace and to dispense public aid to address the effects of wars, religious and 
political. He interceded with the queen for protection for the poor against pillaging 
soldiers, both friendl y and hostile. Closer to home, he comforted his missionaries 
and sis t~ rs - and found relief or replac~ments for th~m - as they were beaten down 
by stress, disease and d~ath in spending themselves in their missions. 
Amidst al1thesc events h~ was able 10 talk about thes~ conditions. which he 
revealed as news items reported in I~rte rs [0 confreres who were far away from Paris 
and Saint-Lazare. Two correspondents in particular were Jean Dehorgny, superior at 
Rome, and Lambert aux Comeaux, superior in Warsaw. Th~ reports, on~ would 
think, were more than news items. They seemed to be oml~ts for him to v~nt his 
anguish over aJl that was happening to the poor, and over the struggles of his 
communities [0 keep up with the desolation. 
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"Our litde news is always the same,~ he sighed to Lambert aux Couteaux. 
The poor people from the country have been scattered, some of them driven from 
their homes by fear of being mistreated by the soldiers and have taken refuge in Paris. 
There is hope that the prayers and good works of many have alleviated some of the 
sufferi ng, and that some measures have been taken to bring about peace. He then 
recounts "the good works" 11m have been done in Paris: "( I) The daily diStribution 
of soup to nearly fifteen thousand poor persons, both the bashful poor and the 
refugees. (2) About eight hundred refugee girls have been placed in private houses, 
where they are taken care of and instructed. You can imagine how much harm 
would have been done if they had been left wandering around .... (3) We are going 
to rescue from the same danger the nuns from the country, whom the armies have 
thrown into Paris. Some are on the streets, some are living in questionable places, 
and mhers are staying with relatives. Since, however, they are all in a state of 
dissipation and danger. it was fdt that enclosing them in a monastery, under the care 
of the Daughters of Sainte-Marie [the Visitation Nunsj, would be most pleasi ng to 
God." 
He extended a hand even 10 "poor pastors, curates, and other priests from 
rural areas who have left thei r parishes to flee to this city. We are gening some every 
day; they will be fed and will be trained in the things thcoy should know and 
practice 
Vincent pays special tribute to the Daughters of Charity in chese "many 
holy projects." The sisters are "more involved than we in the corporal assistance of 
the poor. They prepare and diStribute ,he soup daily for thirteen hundred bashful 
poor, at the home of Mademoiselle Le Gras and for eight hundred refugees in the 
faubourg Saint-Denis. In Saint-Paul parish alone four or five sisters make the 
disrribmion to five thousand poor persons, in addition to the sixty to eighty patients 
they have on their hands." 
Throughout the massive program, Vincent is anentive not only to corporal 
assistance, bur to spiritual needs as wdl, even though his action might seem to 
conflict with his establ ished policy. As he tells Jea n Dehorgny, "I have volumeered 
ro have missions given to [the refugees], in line with the maxim which states that we 
should take our good wherever we find it. We :Ire obliged to go and serve them in 
the rural areas, when they are there. They are our portion , and now that they are 
comi ng (Q us, driven out by the hardsh ips of war, which is emptying the coumryside, 
it seems that we are more obliged to work for their salvation in their presem amiction 
in the place where they arc now, subject, of course to the good pleasure of the 
archbishop. " 
Some persons, VincC'm was surC', would object that it was nO( the 
Congregation's policy to give missions in episcopal cities. In the saim's viC'w, both 
obligations could still be honored in the present situation: " I have replied that the 
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submission we owe to the bishops does nor allow uS to dispense from such missions, 
when they insrruct us to do so, and Ihat you yoursclf have jusr finished one in Tern i, 
where [the cardinal) had ordered you to work. Consequently, we could do the same 
here on the orders of the archbishop of Paris, especially since it will be only for Iht':Se 
poor affiicred refugees here." 
"We should take our good wherever we find it." Such is the instinct of the 
patron of charity - spontaneous, inclusive, selfless. Whatever the occasion demanded, 
Vincent would respond appropriately. "The prayers and good works of man{ were 
always ar hand as resources, bur his ttal and his practical sense supplied me drive and the 
d irection that effected the marvels of chari ty for which Vincent de Paul has become 
famous. 
Ala;: 1993 
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Saint-J:.a<:f/re: The Theater oj yod's..Aiercies 
A s the headquarters of the Congregation in Vincent's lifetime, the house ofSaim-
JL Lazare in Paris served many clients - clerics and laity, saints and sinners, rich 
and poor, the sick and the healthy. There were some activities, though, that were 
close to rhe saint's hean: those were rhe retreatS held for all kinds of groups. Because 
the action of God's grace during these events seemed so tangible, Vincent viewed 
Saint-Lazare as "the theater of his mercies ... a house in which a place is prepared for 
the king of kings that he may dwell in those well-disposed souls who come here to 
make a rerreat. ~ In this setting, he claimed, the Holy Spirit "makes a continual 
descent ... on rhe souls of men ." 
The ordinands there for reueats, and the ecclesiastics for conferences. were 
the best known groups in anendance at Saint-Lazare, but there were other segments 
of the clergy that used the house. Thcse might be the pricsts who came ufrorn all 
p:arts~ and for a variery of reasons, some for personal renewal, for instance, "to reAect 
on the manner in wh ich they are exercising the duties of their sacred profession and 
to advance in the spiritual life"; others perhaps to discern the direction they might 
wish to take with their lives. These clergy were an important d iemele. The 
Congregation's work, the saim declared, is "not only to help to raise up fallen and 
profligate ecclesiastics but also to perfect the good (ones], which we see is done 
here. ~ 
There was variery among the lay guests as well. One rerrealant that Vincent 
si ngled OUI as all example of visitors was a man newly converted from Protestantism, 
who was "working and writing JUSt now in defense of the truth which he has 
embraced [so that) he may by this means gain many others to God." Interesti ngly, 
many were military men: one, for instance, an army captain who desired to become 
a Carthusian and was there for d iscernmem; others were sold iers on their way (0 the 
front, one of whom told the saint, " I have come to dispose myself for whatever may 
be God's will in my regard. " 
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Nevertheless, the one group especially dear to Vincent were the ordinands 
who came there for their ordination retreats. "In our own day (1655)," he was 
confidem, "we see the ecclesianical state on the way to recovery." For this reason he 
felt that, unwonhy of this mission though he considered himself and his 
Congregation, he must welcome those whom "providence has deigned to send us. " 
This being so, "i t behooves uS ... tO devote all our care and attention to bring [Q a 
successful issue this apos[Qiic design which tends to dispose ecclesiastics for major 
orders and to acquit themselves worthily of their functions, for some of them will be 
parish priests, some canons ... others abbQ[s and bishops. Yes! bishops." 
Vincem considered that an important factor in achieving success was the 
attitude of the members of the house as perceived by the guests. "Above all, let ... us 
mive [Q edifY them by humility and modesty. They will not be won over by science 
or the beaut iful things that will be said to them; they are more learned than we are; 
many of them are bachelors in theology. .. licentiates ... doctors of canon law .. They 
themselves tell us that [learning] is not what moves rhem but that they are affected 
by the virtues which are practiced here. " Indeed, Vin cent tells his confreres, "How 
happy are you, seei ng that by your devotion, meekness, affabili ty, modesty and 
humiliry you spread the spirit of God in these souls [and that youl give them good 
example at conferences, ceremon ies, in choir, in the refectory, in fact, everywhere." 
Only an attitude of what he calls "laxity and lal.iness" by the residen ts will negate this 
positive impression. 
Vincent's attitude toward guests was reflected in the hospitaliry he offered. 
Visitors are to be served "not merely as men but as men setU to us by God." Nor is 
there room for except ions: "Let the poor man be as dea r [Q LIS as the rich, and even 
dearer as being in closer conformity with the state of life which Jesus Christ led on 
ea rth," Thus the priem and other ecclesiastics who came "from all over, ~ knew the 
welcome they could expect. "They [the priests] all come to us and do not trouble [Q 
bring money with them, for they know they will be heartily welcomed without it; in 
this connection a person said to me recently that it was a great consolation for those 
who have none to know that there is a house in Paris always ready [Q receive them 
out of chariry, when they presem themselves with a real desi re [Q set themselves right 
with God," 
[n praising the work at Sa int-Lazare, Vincent created a mystique about the 
house, which is reflected in the images (hat he reached for 10 descri be it, as, for 
installce, "the throne of [God 's] mercies. " "This house of the Mission," he furthe r 
declared, "is a fountai n of salvation to which so many persons come 10 be bathed ." 
Saint-L.1l.are was both a symbol to him and, in practice, a workshop for hands-on 
opportunities 10 affect immediately the formation of priests, and th rough them, the 
Chu rch .... . .If a good priest can do great good, Ah! What harm does not a bad one 
effect! 0 God, how difficult it is (0 bring him back to a proper state ... How earnestly 
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should not poor missionaries give themselves £0 you that they may contribute £0 Ihe 
formation of good ecclesiastics, seeing that it is the most difficult, the most exalred 
and the most important work for the salvation of souls and the advancemelH of 
Christianity!" 
Few people would disagree with Vincent thar "the well-being of 
Christendom depends on ils priests," for good priests nurture Ihe life of Ihe Faithful. 
Th is conviC[ion explains why the sainI s~nt himself for so many years in fosteri ng 
Ihat good healrh. In this desire 10 revitali7.e rhe dergy, Vincent was aware of the 
important role that the activities of Saint-Laure played. He connected the house's 
pal ronal name with its mission to the rctreatanrs. They are "dead men who come £0 
life again. What happiness that the house of Saint L17.arus is a house of 
resurrection ... Our Lord, who raised him from the dead, now bestows a simi lar grace 
on many who havi ng remained here for a few days, as in the TOmb of Laurus, leave 
it with new life. " 
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Tuesdays at Saint--La<f!re 
I n the account of the final illness of Louis XI II in 1643. during many moments of which Vincent was present, Louis Abelly quoted the dying king's words to du~ 
sainr: "Monsieur Vincent, if I recover, bishops will spend three days with you. ~ 
Abelly put this gloss on the king's words, that the monarch wished ~ro convey the 
thought that he [Louis] would require [hose named to the episcopal office be 
properly disposed and adequately prepared. He showed by this wish high regard for 
that office and the appreciation he had for Monsieur Vincent's projects for the 
training of rhe clergy. hinting they would be equally useful for the preparation of 
those called to the high dignity of bishop in the Church." 
That bouquet tossed at Vincent fairly well rdlected the esteem in which 
French society. from the kin g on down, had developed for the saint within the 
previous ten years for restori ng faith in the clergy of all ranks. Abelly analyzed 
Vincent's contribution to the reform of the clergy with a holistic spin of cause-and-
effect. JUSt as virtues are interconnected and lead one to another, and as the grJces 
of God are simila rly intertwined, he ob~rved, so d id Vincent's works have an inner 
connectedness. A!; Vincent began his successful work with the missions and with 
them the ordi nation retreats, so the goodness of providence, said Abelly, "moved 
Vincent to begin another service to the Church. This not only preserved and 
confirmed the grace received in ordination, but helped priests to exercise all the 
funClions of thei r sacred ministry with dignity and fruit." 
Vincent happily witnessed the good effects of the ordination retreats, but he 
was anxious about any adverse after-effects in me ordinands, such as a return to their 
~worldly ways,M a loss of fervor, or a weakening of resolve for a zealous ministry. 
What might be done, Vincent must have wondered, to forestall these dangers and to 
confirm the clerics in their salutary resolutions? Because he never pushed ahead of 
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providence. he held hack on any immediate action. Then in 1633, as if on cue from 
providence. one priest who had made his ordination retreat at Sai nt-Lazare proposed 
the fo rmation of some sort of group for "alumni" clerics, ~with the purpose of 
meeting there periodically (0 discuss among themselves matters that pertained to 
their ministry." 
Other such alumni wished to show their appreciation to Vincent for the 
renewal of their priesthood he had effeCted. For this reason they offered themselves 
for whatever ecclesiastical function Vincent would put them to. 'X'hat he did was 
ask them to urganize a mission to the workers. masons, carpenters and others who 
were building the chapel of the Visitadon convent, whose superior and spiritual 
director he was. Without interfering with the construction, rhe priests gave lessons, 
prepared the workers to make a general confession and for leading good Christian 
lives. 
Vincent further capitalized on that good will he found. He approached the 
clerics with his notion of bringing them together for mutual support. As a start , he 
invited them to come to Saint-Lazare for a meeting, where he outlined in more detail 
what he had in mind, which they received favorably. "He spoke," said Abelly. "of 
the need of persevering and culrivating the holy dispositions God had inspired in 
them and the graces they had received in their ordination ... [and of the need] to give 
themselves entirely to the service of God." They would achieve this nOt by 
separating themselves from the world nor by living in the same house, but in their 
own settings, to serve in rhe Church, as AbeJly put it, "as so many brill iant stars 
spreading the light of their good example in their families." 
The ncxt step was a formal meeting to organize, to choose their officers, 
and to set the Tuesday of each week as the most convenient day to assemble to 
discuss the virtues and functions of their ministry. Vi ncent chose the topic of the 
first conference on 19 July as the spirit of rhe ecclesiastical state. Subsequent 
meetings continued each week on tOpics suggested by Vincent, si milar to the first, 
and of a practical sort like the virtues or the functions proper to their calling. Abclly 
noted Vincent's characteristic style in conducting the meeting: ~ He had a special 
grace which was effective and grace-filled when speaking ... His language was simple 
and without display, but vigorous and from the heart." 
A salutary byproduct of this for the p:lrticipants was having the saint model 
a simple style for communicating. They were encouraged "to speak the same way as 
himself, with humility. simplicity, and sincerity ... No one S(fove to present learned 
discourses. or [0 be admired for his erudition".He advised the clerics to prepare 
themselves for their talks, but by way of prayer rather than study, if rhe subject did 
nOt demand a more detailed treatment or".the reading of some good book .... " In 
actuality. said Abelly, the sole motivcs of the speakers were to be "the honor and 
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glory of Cod, the spiritual welfa re of the audience. and thei r own humiliation [i.e. 
the self-minimized] . ~ 
II 
The auspicious beginnings of the Tuesday Conferences delighted Vincent. 
He shared his elation in a lerrer to a con frere in Rome: '" ... A very special and 
unimaginable blessing [is granted] to ou r ordinands' retreat. .. Almost all who have 
made the ren eat are leading lives such as ought to be led by good and perfect 
ecdesiastics ... [Back home, some) live by a schedule. make mental prayer, celebra te 
holy mass, and make their examens every day as we do. They work hard visi ting the 
hospitals and the prisons, where they teach catechism. preach, and hear 
confessions .... " 
Nor did Vincent forget to acknowledge and thank the pricst who initially 
proposed the idea: "Oh, how well the idea you so kindly shared with me some days 
past was received by the ecclesiastics, by all those we mentioned and in general and 
by each one in particu lar! ... 0 Monsieur, what reason there is to hope for much good 
from this group! You are its promoter and it is to your interest that it succeed for 
the glory of God." 
Vincent indeed fulfill ed King Louis' hope that bishops would come under 
the saint's tutelage. The program, of course. was aimed mainly at the priests, 
deacons. and subdeacons, but as the program developed, many bishops, future 
bishops, and "notable persons, distinguished by their birrh or their learning." ca me 
to join. Abelly reported that in Vincent's lifetime about 250 clerics had participated 
in the program. However, the attraction of "nmables" to the group made Vincent 
uneasy, for he didn't want the conference to become an elite company and negate a 
basic purpose "to honor the hidden life of our Lord." However. his fears were 
unfounded. for no elitist tendencies ever materialized. Rather, Ahelly reported, "they 
sought to remain unknown as much as possible. They worked humbly in the least 
esrccmed positions, yer in those most useful and advantageous to the salvation of 
souls, particularly among the poor, car«:h iz.ing and hearing confessions in the 
hospitals. prisons, and villages." They even went Out to join rhe missionaries in 
giving missions in the country or working in the large cities which the company 
avoided as a matter of policy. 
From the first, Vincent engaged the members of his Congregation in the work 
and gave them a sense of pride in it. The superior general of the Company was always 
to be me director of the Conferences, and through him to form the bond between the 
priests of the Congregation and the Conferences. Vincent reminded his confreres that it 
was from the Congregation [hat came the rnelhod of discussing "virtues suitable to the 
ecclesiastical State and on how to lead a truly ccclesiasticallife." The conduct of these 
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conferences was a way "not only to serve as an antidOie for good priests, who, while 
serving souls remain exposed to the corrupt atmosphere of the world, bur also to 
help them to become perfect in their profession. ft It was a divine inspiration, 
Vincent concluded, that the Congregation "love and promote in the way we do the 
practice of those virtues by means of these conferences." He concluded, "What 
would become of us if we were the first to neglect these conferences? What an 
account should we nor have to render to God if we were ever to despise [this method 
of ecclesiastical formation]." 
Like charity, that u:llds to diffuse itself, Abelly noted, the ecclesiastics of the 
Conferences were C'J.ger "to eX[cnd to others the same sentiments God had inspired 
in them through Monsieur Vincent. ft For this reason they lost no opportunities [0 
propose the concept of the Conferences wherever they found themselves, and the 
idea found its way even into dioceses beyond France. (This growth was a separate 
Story in itself.) Moreover, another by~product of the Conferences wefe the mutual, 
supportive bonds established among the "alumni." That a zealous clergy was a 
godsend TO a bishop is attested to by the example of Antoine GOOeau, bishop of 
Grasse, who addressed his priests as he moved on to a new diocese. With regrets that 
he was unable "to say adieu" in person, he felt it as "a singular blessing to have been 
received among you. The memory of the good example I saw, and the excellent 
things I heard, will rekindle my zeal when it shall fade, and you shall be the model 
upon which I shall Strive to form good priests. Continue, then, your activities in this 
same sp irit, and respond fa ithfully to the designs of Jesus Christ upon you. He 
surely wills to renew the grace of the priesthood in his Church through you." 
Saint Vincent could wish no finer tribute to his ministry to the clergy. 
April-May. 1996 
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-Mncent~ Shades if'Iolerance 
'T )incent's traditional position as the ~fathcr of charity" would depict him in an V with a benign visage that reflects compassion and understanding. This would 
suggest that he smiled graciously upon everything. True, bue how did he face people 
or events that were hard ro take or thai grated against his sensibilities or violated his 
principles? 
Vincent was indeed a man of principle and opposed anything that was evil 
or that violated God's honor or that of his people. Nevertheless, the saint showed a 
tolerance for coexistence with whatever unpleasantness he had ro deal with. We 
might say that it was only in cases of ~pure evW that he was intolerant. Thus, he 
says, it might be necessary to adjust ro others' opinions "in things good and 
indifferent, ... but we should be on our guard against exercising condescension in 
things that are evil because this would not be virtue, but a serious fault, proceeding 
either from a latitudinarian spirit or from cowardice." Fo r Vincent adjustment of 
this kind meant following the proverbial course, "00 in Rome as the Romans do -
conform to the customs of places [or to people's ideas, he might add], provided they 
are not vicious" 
In cases other than these, Vincent's tolerance had many shades. He did not 
advocate indifference, of co urse. "It is not proper," he said, "that evil should be 
ignored by a lax and excessive tolerance. but an effort should be made to remedy it, 
with all meekness." A key factor is the "meekness." It minimizes wrangling or 
confrontation, for instance, as Vincent co nfesses, "Experience has taught me that 
minds are more surely gained by a process of simple proposals and persuasion than 
by urging them to adopt Ollr views and by desiring to get the better of them." Or it 
inclines one to allow concessions in favor of a greater good (or a lesser evil) but without 
compromise of principle: ~ I beg you to condescend as filr as possible to the weakness of 
human nature. You should by no means show anger against abuses, when you have 
reason to believe that such a procedure would result in a greater evil." 
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Tolerant stances like these reflect Vincent's pasroral approach roward handling 
differences and making judgments. ~Certain evils must be endured," he said, "especially 
if an attempted remedy would serve only ro make them worse." Indeed, he inherited 
from his memor, Saint Francis de Sales, an attitude ~IO judge the best of things and 
persons at all times and under all circumstances. " Said Francis, '"If an action has a 
hundred faces, look at the best." Thus tolerance is linked with charity, which, Vincent 
knew from his own experience, could have a ~softening" effect: ~One of the acts of 
charity is to compassionate with the sufferings of our neighbor and to weep with him, 
because love gains for us an emrance into the hearts of others." Superiors, 100, he 
suggests, could profit from th is approach: "Treat with gentleness those under your 
authority, ... continue 10 govern them with your customary wisdom and mildness. " 
There was a peace-making slant to Vincent 's admiration for the tOlerance that 
he promoted both in the field and at home. "Settling quarrels and disputes" was a regular 
activity of the parish mission regimen prescribed in the community's Common Rum. In 
community he discouraged being "stubborn or argumentative in conversation, even if 
only in fun." In ordinary disagreement he recommended ceding to another's opinion 
~where freedom of opinion is allowed." However, if one values the worth of his own 
opinion enough to insist on it, "he can put forward his ]>oint of view calmly and with 
humility.~ 
It was a personal dimension that affected his altitude toward tolerance and 
understanding: God's own patience with Vincent, the sin ner. T he saint never considered 
himsdf in a position to cast the first SlOne. "As I am a great sinner," he confessed, "I 
cannOi reject those who are great si nners, provided they have good will. " For this reason 
he recommends a similar mindfulness in his disciples, that they ~imitate the goodness of 
God, who ne\'er repmaches us with the faults he has forgiven us." 
The paths of Vincent's ministry led him into the underv:orld of human poverty, 
degradation, and perversity. He had encounters there sufficient to cause in anyone 
disgust, revulsion, or even night. But Vincent's store of love and compassion for the 
person in need, poor or otherwise, held him to the task. His patience and fo rbearance 
restrained him fro m rash condemnation or judgment. In the end these qualities 
translated imo a tolerance in the saint that gave him perspective in taking human 
weakness into consideration and in "j udging the best of things and persons" - an 
att itude for ministry that gained for him "an enrmnce into the hearts of others." 
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Vincent as a Countercultural Symbol 
I n an unsettled pol itical climate the word "countercultural" tends to make some people nervous. To the timid imagination it suggests the radical, who is at beSt 
an agir3wT, at worst a terrorist. Bm [he norion does not have to frighten. It means 
at bonom raking an active, conscious Stance that is opposed to prevailing values and 
the wisdom underlying them. 
To s~ak of Vincent as being coumercultural is no more {han to identify 
him with the mind and the practice of Jesus Christ himself. From the beginning, 
Simeon in lhe Tei llpic puil LLcJ UUL Jesus as a sign of comradicrion. Jesus himself later 
declared that his message would bring "not peace bue the sword ... lic would] set a 
man against his father, a daughter against her mother" and occasion other such 
conflicts. Jesus stood for things that the world found astonishing: ~Love your 
enemies .. Turn the other cheek .. . Oo not worry about tomorrow; tomorrow will take 
care of itsdf. ~ What the world considered the foolis hness of God, the apostle Paul 
would later declare, came through as his wisdom; what it viewed as weakness was his 
power. "God chose the lowly and the despised of the world," Paul added, "those who 
count fo r nothing, [0 reduce to nothing those who are somcthing .... " 
The path of Vincent's life and ministry ran along those lines in following a 
"subversive" course. He moved familia rly within a world that cherished power and 
ambition , whose riches fuded sel f.indulgen~. and whose consequent social 
inequities bred injusti~ and widespread suffering. Given his credibility with the 
establishment and his acceptance by them. Vincent nevertheless identified himself 
with the victims of these social ills - the poor, rhe sick, the marginalized and the 
ncglected - and directed his labo rs toward thcir physical relief, while working on 
their behalf for justice against the forces that produced these conditions. He did not 
act alone. but invited collaborators into his enterprises as advocates for the poor and 
as co-workers, both those fo rmally committed within his communities and those 
associated with him in other degrees of discipleship. 
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Vincent's living the Christian life in the midst of this disordered 
environment was itself a countercultural activiry. It entailed embracing the values of 
Jesus and conforming himself to his example - "w clothe [oneself] with the spi rit 
of Jesus Christ," as Vincent put it - and thereby standing in witness against many 
of the values [hat seventeenth century French society represented. This direction 
that the saint [Ook for his own life was also his legacy to his disciples. Thus, in the 
Common Ruus that he provided for the missionaries, Vincenc ci ted ~a most 
fundamental principle" that the Congregation should make its own: "Christ's 
teaching will never let us down. while worldly wisdom always will. " The wisdom of 
Jesus, Vincent declared, has the solidiry of a $Uucture built on rock. Consequently, 
"the Congregation should always try to follow the teaching of Christ himself and 
never that of the worldly-wise." 
Vincent depicted this opposi tion in terms of the "the maxims of Jesus 
Christ~ and "the maxims of the world. " These "max ims" are not necessarily explicit 
staremems, as one might think, bur values that might or might not be formulated. 
In a co nference touching on the passage above from the Common Rules, Vincem 
took time w describe those of ~the world" by way of contrasting them with the 
attitudes of Jesus Ch rist. Th us, using the beatitudes as an anchor he observt.-d: "The 
maxims of our Lord say, 'Blessed are the" poor'; and rhose of the world, ' Blessed are 
the rich.' The former [ell us to be metk and gende; the laner that We" mUSt stand 
fast and make ourselves feared ... ' BI~d are they that hunger and thirst, th;;at ;;are 
greedy for justice.' The world laughs at thar. 'Blessed,' says the world, 'are they that 
are on the lookout for their temporal advancement, to make themselves great.' 
'Blessed are they that curse you, ' says the savior. And the world says that an insult 
must not be tolerated. 'Who makes himself a sheep is eaten by the wolr; that one's 
reputation must be maintained at no matter what cost, and that it is better to lose 
life than honor ... " 
MThe mind of Jesus Christ~ ...... as an important norian by wh ich Vincent 
lived. He judged his own behavior and the worth of all the daily practices of the 
Congregation according to this test. "It is not enough," for instance, " to fast, to 
observe the rules, to fulfill our duties in the house. These must be done with the: 
mind of Jesus Christ. ... " On another occasion, "It is not enough for us merdy to 
celebrate mass ... we should offer this sacrifice with as much devotion as possible for 
us. With the help of his grace, we must conform ourselves as much as possible to 
Jesus Christ. " Thus as Jesus, while on earth, "offered himself in sacrifice to his 
eternal father, [sol we must do our besr. .. lo offer our sacrifice to God in {he same 
spirit that our Lord offered himself" 
Accordingly, a perspective that is weak in faith and unable to associate itself 
with the mind of Jesus courts disappointment and failure. Vincent once declared, 
"0 God, how beautiful are the poor if we see them in God, and in light of the 
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esteem Jesus Christ had for them. If we see them only according ro the Aesh and 
with a worldly spirit, they truly seem miserable. " Indeed, Vincent said to his 
missionaries, there are many occasions when the members did not adhere to the 
perspective of Jesus's wisdom. ~The [Cuth is we are not convinced and quickly turn 
to human prudence as our guide. Do you not see that we are to blame if we [CUSt in 
human reasoning rather than the promises of eternal wisdom, to the deceitful 
disappointments of the world rather than the love of our savior, who carne down 
from heaven to show us the right path~" 
A countercultural stance will often attract unfriendly, even hosti le, 
responses. As a sign of contradiction Jesus and his message cermin ly drew reactions 
of this kind. Vincent, too, experienced opposition, but the ultimate judgment on 
the sai nt from his contemporaries was admiration and reverence, even though his life 
was a standing rebuke to many of the values of his time. Thus, he stood a champion 
of the poor and an advocate for justice against the inequities and the excesses of the 
age. Conscious of the Church's disorders and its agony of self-reformation, he 
became an example of fidelity to the institution and ro his priesthood, Surrounded 
by a self-serving and self-aggrandizing society, he remained an exam ple of humility 
and seinessness, Vincent moved in a world of political and ecclesiastical intrigue. but 
he retained his simplicity and transparency. 
Vincent's stance did nm elicit disrurbing effects, but his presence to his 
contemporaries was effective nonetheless. By his life and his values so cont rary to 
what his society held de-ar, he bore quiet witness to rhe power of the gospel to effect 
good. 
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11ncent tkMissionary 
rrhe traditional image of Vincent de Paul busily at work directing his 
~..L collaborators and thei r activi ties sometimes obscures the personal, missionary 
dimension of his life. Indeed his introduction to the work of the parish missions was 
an important momem in his life and brought to an end his early sea rch for a 
satisfying priestly ministry. It was only aner, and because of, the success of this phase 
in life that the mher aposmlares associated with his name emerged. 
The fil.lllOUS, providential moment that began it all crystallized in the event 
at Follevil1e in 1617, when Vincent gave the sermon on general con fession, which 
followed upon his experience with the penitent on his deathbed. T he saint called 
this momenr "the first sermon of the Congregation of the Mission," adding that 
~[Godl blessed my d iscourse, and all those good p(.'Ople were so touched by God that 
all came to make a general confession." The numbers were such that he had (0 call 
in additional priest-confessors. 
The golden age for Vincent 's missionary activity would have been at th is 
time of his career - say, from 1617 to 1625 - before he gOt involved in the 
mundane business of administeri ng the multiple activit ies that followed the success 
of the missions. After Folleville, and because of it. the mission activities began in 
earnest, when Madame de Gondi commissioned Vincent to give the exercises on her 
considerable estates. For residence and home base. she gave to me saint and his 
associates, Monsieur Portail and another priest, the College-des-Bons-Enfanrs, 
whose key they left with a neighbor during their absences. 
The sai nt's b iographer, Louis Abelly, calculated that Vincent gave at least 
forty missions during these yea rs, considering that he visited each of the villages and 
towns of the Condis' holdings. From 1625 until the move to Saint-Lazare in 1632, 
Abelly contends, either Vincent or his confreres gave more than 140 missions, and 
from \632 unt il h is death there must have been at least 700 that missionaries from 
Sain t-Lazare conduCted, nO( counti ng :.til the others given by confreres from other 
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hQuses and in other dioceses. 
Memories of his mission experiences were never to leave the sainr, who 
constantly returned to the recollections of them. As late as 1658, two years before 
his death. on the occasion of his distributing the Common RukI, he fondly recalled 
the beginnings of the Congregation's early days: "We went plainly and simply, sent 
by their lordships the bishops, to evangdize the poor, JUSt as our Lord did. That is 
all we did ... (God} so blessed our work that other clerics joined us. asking to be 
received into our Company. not all at once, bUI from time to ti me." 
In 1639, when the mission apostolale was flourishi ng, he wrote to his friend 
Jane Frances de Chantal, who requested an account of "our humble way of life," and 
gave a concise summary that reflected the practices on a typical mission: ..... Our 
Little Company is established to go from vi llage to vi llage at its own expense, 
preaching, catechizing. and having the poor people make general confessions of thei r 
enti re past life. We try to settle the disagreemelns we find among them and do all 
we can to see that the sick poor are assisted corporally and spiritually by the 
Confraternity of the Charity, composed of women, which we set up in the places 
where we give the mission and which des ire ir.~ 
When Vincent's currem responsibilities did not allow him to participate 
personally in conducting missions, or when he was incapacitated by age or sickness, 
he enjoyed vicariously the success stories of those retu rning from rhe field. Likewise. 
he enjoyed letters from grateful bishops tell ing of the blessings that his confreres' 
miss ions brought to their dioceses. In hearing these stories or on the occasion of 
sending missionaries to places like Ireland, Madagascar or the Ba rbary CoaSt, the 
sai nt was envious that he could not go, as they did , to preach the gospel and even 
possibly to give his life for rhe faith. "M , miserable man that I am," he lamemed , 
"My sins have made me unwonhy to preach the word of God to people who do nOI 
know him." 
Even as he reflected at the end of his life, Vincenr himsel f stood in 
amazement at the way that events happened. Very liule was pla nned. As he 
reminisced with Monsieur Porrail. "Did we ever think of rhe employments in wh ich 
the Company is now engaged, for instance. the ordi nands. who are the richest and 
most precious deposit the Church could ever emrust to ou r hands? ... Did we ever 
think of the Confraternity of Charity? How did it come about that we undertook 
to rescue poor foundlings?" It was the theme of wonder (hat he constantly played. 
"I do not know how all this came about .. .. ~ 
T he: missions occasioned many or Vincem's other works, but the missions 
wou ld never have had lasting effects lInless his other apostolates were there to 
support the success. One work seemed to have followed upon another. The 
confratern ities. for instance. began as a response to a F.lmily laid low by sickness. and 
in time they became a permanent apostolate, usually established in the course of a 
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mIssIon. The Daughters of Charity, in their [Urn, had thei r origins in association 
with the confraternities. Similarly, the formation of the clergy emerged as a priority 
for Vincent in order to ensure the lasti ng good effects of the missions, considering 
the wretched spiritual condition of so many parish priestS. 
Wi rh his repeated return ro thoughrs of the missions even after he was 
unable ro participate, Vincent revealed the place they held in his heart. "Norhing is 
more Christian," he claimed, "than to go from village to village. helping poor people 
in worki ng our rheir salvation, even at the cost of fatigue and inconvenience." 
In recalling that at Follc:ville ~God blessed my discourse," the saint also 
recognized the source of the power that gave him success. With a heart thus filled 
with an assurance of the rightness of the missions and of the promise of God's 
blessings on (he work, Vincent could fed only hope that the work he handed on to 
his missionaries would flourish. 
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Mncent theAlchemist 
"'T )incent had one excursion incomplete, if indeed it was reaL into the pseudo-V scien ce of alchemy. In the first of his two letters to Monsieur de Comet he 
recOUllted descriptions of his activities with his first Barbary stave master, himself an 
unsuccessfUl alchemist. The historicity of the experience is beside the point here. but 
it might stand as an image of the apostolic career of Vincent. Paradoxically, while 
his experience in alchemy was inconclusive, cven a failure, there was alchemy of 
another SOrt at work that caused many of the successes of his subsequent life. 
Alchemy is a pseudo-science that until the eighteenth century had irs 
ualous adherents. It was a body oflare driving the search for a mysterious element 
that would transmute base metals into gold. For the materialist. the e=nd-product 
was litc=rally the actual metal. For those with a more mystical lK-m the elemem 
pursued was a marvelous substance. whether solid. like "the philosopher's stone," or 
an el ixir. Either of these could bring such intangible boons as success. wealth, and 
the likc=. 
Vincent's secretary, Brother Bertrand Ducournau, first hit upon the analogy 
in commeming to Canon Saim-Martin, the discoverer of the long hidden Comet 
letters. Adverting to the alchemy references in the letter, the brother indicated that 
Vincent's Tunisian experience as descri bed indc=ed transformed the saint's 
surroundings, within wh ich he "turned evil into good, the sinner into the just man, 
slavery into freedom, hell into paradise ... He discovered the philosopher's stone .... ~ 
Th e application is too narrow, for the metaphor has broader possibilities 
relative to the whole of Vincent's act ivities. The saint did indeed have a lifelong 
magical touch that transformed man)' of the works he directed. Take the 
transformation ofSaim-Lazare, for instance. At the time, this was an anciem priory. 
an almost abandoned edifice that presemed "a n aspect of lamentable decay" and 
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housed a community of only eleven residents. Its prior, Adrian Le Bon, offered it to 
Vincent, but the saint repeatedly refused it because its size exceeded the needs of his 
Congregation and, more so, it was inappropriate to its lifestyle. However. after his 
friends prevailed on him with the right reasons to accept the offer in 1632, he 
undenook to make the best use of it as the headquarters of his subsequent mi nistry. 
despite the high costs of physical renovation and maintenance. 
In a short time it became a veritable "Noah's Ark," as he callw it, for all the 
guestS who would benefit from its hospitality. As Coste noted, Vinccllt was "'the life 
and soul of the house," and the force of his personality made it "the ccnter ofinten5e 
religious life whose influence was to nuke itself fel t over the whole of France and 
even other countries. " 
Saint-Lazare indeed might be co nsidcrcd thc "laboratory" where the 
alchemist partially plied his trade, where he manipulated the "common elements" to 
transform them into something precious. Thus, as a center of education it was the 
matrix out of which came his labors to educate and to reform the clergy of France. 
Vincent was convinced that reform of the Church would not happen unless there 
was renewal among the clergy. The good effe<:ts of the missions among the people 
would not last, he knew, if there were no zealous parish priests [eft behind to nurture 
the benefits. For this reason he devoted enormous energy to modes of formation 
suitable for his time. [n addition to the formation of his own missionaries. whom 
he moved from the College-des-Bons-Enf.lIlts with the acq uisition of Saint-Lazare, 
he opened the residence as a place where diocesan clerics, before and after 
ordination, could come for retreats and renewal, and where ordinands, in 
preparation for orders, re<:eived instruction in e<:clesiastical and spiritual subjecrs. 
Saillt-Lazare was rhe site of another agency of renewal, rhe Tuesday 
Conferences. They were the respon~ to requests by worthy priests who were 
looking for some nourishmem of their priesthood. Accordingly, Vincem admined 
to the Conferences only the cleric who Ii\·w an exemplary life and commined 
himself to continue that example back at his parish. The ideal proposed (0 the 
member was " [0 honor the life our Lord Jesus Christ. his e(ernal priesthood, his holy 
family by procuring the glory orcod in the: ecclesiastical state, in their own families, 
in the poor, and even in poor country folk. " Whatcvcr precedents of this custom 
there were in other times and places, Vincent recognized the present as the 
providential moment: "It was 10 this poor li ttle Congregation,~ he told his 
missionaries, "that Cod was pleased to turn, in this centu ry, 10 establ ish and extend 
the practice [of conferences to clerics 011 the virtues of their state] not only as an 
excellent remedy for good priests, exposed in the service of souls to the corrupt 
atmosphere of the world, but also to assist them to perfect themselves in their own 
profession." 
And our of his personal experience of the effe<:ts on the clergy, Vincent 
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dcclaI"ffi that "there is nothing so touching, nothing that moves me so deeply, 
nothing of all that I hear, read or see lh:n goes to my heart like these conferences." 
$0 remarkable were the effects of the Conferences on the clergy that Vincent was 
often asked by authorities to recommend participantS who would be worthy 
candidates for bishops. 
Another dimension of Vincent's labors on behalf of the clergy was the 
reformation of preaching. The style of much contemporary preaching had become 
secularized. bombastic, and artificial. Allusions to classical authors and the use of 
Greek and Roman Fables were a vain parade of learning and a Far cry from simple 
proclamation of the Word of God. Even when the scriptures were used. the 
interpretations were often capricious. esoteric or far-fetched. Vincent asked his 
missionaries, ~ How many do we s~ convened by all those methods ... that are now 
popular and Fashionable? They always pass over men's heads ... simply raise a 
ripple ... touch on ly the surface. A little noise, and that is all." 
Vincem joined his voice to others in calling for a return to simplicity in 
preaching. He began at home with his own confreres, in promoting what he called 
his "little method, ~ simplicity and directness in form, in language. in attenrion to the 
audience. Coste's assessment of Vincent's contribution was that ~by his teaching. 
advice and example [he) succeeded in inspiring all those who were brought into 
conract with him and with his own love for 'the little method.''' If to this direct 
influence be added that which he exerciS«i indirectly by his own priests in missions 
and seminaries, and the members of the Tuesday Conferences. of whom Bossuet was 
one, there need be no hesitation in counting him among the chief reformers of 
preaching in the seventeenth century. M 
II 
Although Saint-Lazare indeed was a fruitful matrix of reformation of the 
clergy. Vincent's touch was not limited to the mother house, but extended beyond 
its walls. These works reflected his gift for enlisting collaborators to address the 
religious and social ills of his age. 
First of all. the wretched spiritual conditions of the poor country people 
touched Vincent's heart. The major religious orders and other clergy cared for city 
dwellers, but the peasants suffered serious neglect. Thus, on his part, the sai nt from 
the beginning settled on evangelizing the poor country people as the focus for his 
new community of men. It was a special Cllling, he reminded his missionaries: "Our 
Lord asks us to preach the gospel to the poor .. .Thcrc is no Company in the Ch urch 
of Cod whose inheritance is the poor, and which devotes itself so wholly to th~ poor 
as never ro preach in la rge cities. Thai is what missionaries profess to do; it is their 
special mark to be, like Jesus Christ, devoted to the poor. n Accordingly, the 
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Congregation faithfully pursued that missionary calling. The blessings drawn down 
on clergy and people were of the kind that one bishop typically and gr.itefully 
expressed, whereby the missionaries "a rC' presently doing in my diocese more than if 
I were given a hundred kingdoms. " 
At the same time, the saint milized the zeal of thC' Tuesday Conference 
members by offering them opportunities to give missions, working either with each 
other or with members of the Congregation. They used many of the pracdces in 
vogue with the Congregation - sermons, gener.il confessions, reconciliations, 
catech izing - and followed the same simple style of ~the little method" as 
prescribed by Vincent for his own confreres. The missions of the Tuesday 
Conference members differed in that many of them took place in the cities, at Court 
or in other such places rather than in the country. For this reason, Coste observes, 
they were useful in that they "happily complemented the work of the Congregation 
of [he Mission. " With the help of thest' twO societies, Sai nt Vi ncent was C'nabled to 
realize in all thdr fullness thC' words of Jesus Christ, £vang,liztlu paupuibu! mi!it nu 
[He has sent me to preach the Good News to the poor], which he adopted as the 
mono of his Company. "The poor arc not only to be found in country places, but 
also in cities, and Jesus Christ preached to both townspeople and villagers." 
In the world of the laity, Vincent transformed the landscape of charity by 
his practice of engaging and managing numerous collaborators who could address 
Ihe physical needs of the poor. The Confraternities of Chari ty Wl'rl' a g(}(){[ example. 
The Story of thei r beginnings is well known. As parish priest at ChatiJlon he learned 
while vesting for mass about the plight of a cerrain poor, sick family that was in 
immediate danger. He touch«l on it in his sermon, with the resull that after mass 
there was an overwhelming response by the parishioners, who went out to the house 
with food and medicines to minister to the f.lIn ily. 
Vincent recognized in this reaction the latent desire in people 10 reach out 
in charity to others in need, but that if efficiently managed. resources could be better 
used. '" suggested to all these dear, good people," he told his Daughters of Charity 
later, "whose charity had induced them to visit the fa mily that they should take it in 
turn, day by day, to cook for them, and not only for these but also for other cases 
that might arise." Almost immediately after the event, a number of women who 
were interest«l in continuing the work met with the saint to inquire about the best 
way to help the poor and the sick of the parish. And within three months of activity, 
they fo und organized ways of helping, whereby Vi ncent could draw up a detail«l set 
of rules for the group that he would call the Confraternity of Charity. The growth 
of the confraternities was facilitated by the priests of the mission, part of whose 
directions for each mission in a parish was to establish a confraternity. 
As the priests of the Tuesday Conferences came to complement, in the city, 
the missionary work of Vine em's confreres in the country, so the confraternities. to 
which the cities did not seem congen ial, eventually moved into the city and attracted 
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women of the upper classes. Although nor Vincent's direct idea, the confratern i ti~ 
owed their urban beginnings to his zeal. 
Suggested by a zealous widow, Madame Goussault, as a service to the poorly 
served sick of the Paris hospital, the Hotel Dieu, Vincent was at first slow to respond, 
particularly on the score that he was reluctant to interfere with the current 
management of the institution ("not to use his scythe in another man's field," as 
A~lly put it). However. once the archbishop of Paris, at Madame Goussah's ~hest, 
urged him on, Vincent saw the proposal as the will of God and was immediately 
responsive to cooperating with finding a way to serve the sick poor of the Hotel 
Dieu. 
He soon consulted the first volunteers to plan the management of their 
good works. A second meeting attracted a few others. And soon after, there was a 
large multitude, as A~lly describes their immediate growth and the quality of their 
mem~rship: "The virtues and example of these first women attracted several others, 
so that soon more that two hundred women had enrolled, even some from the 
nobility, such as presidents' wives, countesses, marchionesses, duchesses and 
princesses, and all considered it an honor to offer themselves to God to serve the 
poor, recognizing them as the Jiving mem~rs of his son, Jesus Ch rist." 
Out of the work of these LadiClj of Charity, Vincent, along with Louise de 
Mariilac, fashioned another mode of charitable service for the good of the church 
and the benefit of the poor - the Daughters of Charity. In Louise, the saint had a 
parmer compatible in service and like-minded in her vision of the poor. Thus, when 
they saw th:u some aristocr,l[ic Ladies of Charity could not perform certain 
unpleasant tasks of serving the poor and often delegated these duties to their 
servants, who were sometimes abusive, Vincent suggested offering these 
opportunities of service to some kind hearted gi rls who would not ~ put ofT by the 
coarseness of the poor. As this plan prospered and other women offered themselves 
for this kind of service, Vincent and Louise in time recognized the hand of 
providence leading them into a new avenue of service. They worked to give the girls 
some stability and supervision, and some rel igious and moral instruction. Out of a 
small core group of three or four young women came the Company of the Daughters 
of Charity. 
Although the liS( ofYincenr's enterprises is remarkable, he was not always 
successful in his engagements. For instance, consider Madagascar. Ahhough 
Vincent was convinced that this mission was right, he did not transform it into the 
success that' he experienced in other enterp rises. Forces were against him, what with 
shipwrecks, disease, a.nd an environment [hat was sometim~ religiously or politically 
hostile. T he mission was not able (0 take hold until centuries after his death. 
And nOt all of his enterprises took off dramatically. Vincent's working style 
fit the image of the scientist in his laboratory - patiently at work, experimenting, 
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discarding, or confirming his "findings. " There were probably few "Eureka!" 
momems. He was known for his care, indeed slowness, in coming to decisions, and 
h~ sometimes exasperated his associates by not acting as quickly as they would wish. 
But his reason off~red was always a de5 i r~ [0 aurhemicate his decision as being in 
conformity with divine providence. 
Slow or faSt in executing, dramatic or plain in his style, Vincent probably 
did not advert [0 circumstanc~s such as these that attended the beginnings of his 
various works. As an "alchemist," his goal was transformation: that is, a change of 
the ordinary inro something special and imporranr. He accomplished that by 
inspiring hundreds of men and women of faith and zeal to join him in addressing 
the ills and inj ustices in church and society. The marvel is not that he accomplished 
these wonders, bur that he was able to marshal and guide these collaborators so 
effici~ntly into a veritable army that swept across sevenreelllh century Frana:. 
Scpfrmbcr-OctrJM; 1994 
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vincent the Lionhearted 
("'T" he meekness of the lamb was the ordinary signature of Saint Vincent's 
~..L temperament. but when a stance of mildness did nor serve the glory of God, the 
good of the Congregation, or the welfare of the poor, th e saint resorted to a more 
assertive mode. " If. in order to succeed in an enterprjse.~ he once said , with a him 
of this other side, " I were obliged to choose between fifty deer commanded by a lion, 
and fifty lions commanded by a deer, 1 should consider myself more sure of success 
with the" first contingent than with the s«:ond." 
There were many occasions when Vincent had to play rhe Jion~leader, even 
with authorities of church or state. They did nor intimidate him; he match ed them 
power for power. Thus, recalling his intent [Q safeguard, from rhe smrr, the 
independence of his fledgling Congregation, Vincent recoumed how he once had w 
deal with the archbishop of Paris (regard ing the management of Saim-Lazare), who 
in the tradition of past prelates, demanded an an nual accoum: "I earnestly em reated 
him w dispenst: us from this. He, however, not willing to do so, I wId him that we 
should prefer to withdraw, and we certa inly should have done so, had he persisted in 
his demands. ~ 
On another occasion, in confronting the queen about the desperate state of 
affairs in Paris and Cardi nal Ma7.arin's part in it, he challenged her, w the detriment 
of his own position, "Is it JUSt, Madame, that a mi llion, who are innocent, should 
die of hunger for twenty or thirty who are guil ty? Th ink of [he miseries that will 
befall your people, of the ruins. the sacrilege, and the profanations that civil war 
brings in its train. And all this for what? To retai n one who is an objcct of public 
hatred. If the presence of Mauri n is a source of trouble to the state, are you not 
bound to dispenst: with him, at least for a while?" 
Even at home, in [he governance of his own Congregation, Vincent was 
firm in demanding fai thfUl performance of its members. H e would not hesitate w 
rake steps "[0 purge the Company," as he PUt it. "Ten such as i[ needs are worth a 
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hundred others; and a hundred who have not true vocations. or who do not respond 
to the designs of God. are not as good as ten. " Nor did he fear the consequences of 
reduced numbers. He had confidence that "[God] shall augment the Company and 
bless it." 
Yet, whatever the fi rmness or {he drastic action that circumstances called 
for, Vi ncent was always attentive to rhe gentle dimension: " It is necessary to be firm 
and invariable with respect to the cnd to be gained, but meek and humble in the use 
of means. Herein is rhe soul of all good government." He appealed to the example 
of Jesus as his precedent: "Remember that our Lord did nOt always deal meekly with 
his disciples; he spoke very severe wo rds to them, even calling Saint Peter 'Satan' 
... He also lOok up scourges against the profaners of his temple, in order to show 
those who have charge of others, that it is not always (wise] to be too indulgent 
toward them." 
For Vincent, in the end, fi rmness and gentleness must converge in 
relationships. "Let us hold firmly to the end we have proposed to ourselves in OUf 
good undertakings," he insisted, "but let gentleness control lhe means we employ." 
1'0 follow this course is to imitate "the government of the divine wisdom, which 
accomplishes its ends migh tily, while sweetly disposing the means whereby they are 
attained." 
(klow, 1991 
St. V/lICtnI dt Pauf 44 
"The Spirit oj the Lord IS upon me. )) 
.. . b«aus~ ht btJJ dnoinud me to bring glad tiding! to the poor. Ht has smt mt to proclaim 
libmy to captives and rtCovny of sight to the blind, to Itt the opprmtd go 1m, and to 
proclaim a ytar acctptablt to tht Lord. 
I t was a dramatic moment in the synagogue at Nazareth when Jesus completed h is reading of this passage from Isaiah and announced, "Today this scripture passage 
is fulfill ed in you r hearing. " Luke" depicted it as a moment when Jesus inaugurated 
th(' fu lfillment of Old Testamen t hopes and expectations. The" whole of salvation 
hismry seemed focused in that unerance, and a mantle woven down the ages from 
threads of humanity's hopes and d reams of salvation might have descended upon 
Jesus, [Q define his messianic role as [he fu lfill ment of those hopes. 
[n light of Vincent's regular practice of taking the imitation of Jesus C hrist 
as the model of behavior, the saint, in Jesus' manner, chose Isaiah's words as the 
morto to define his life, his ministry and the mission of h is Congregation. Jesus 
modeled doing before teaching. Accordingly, in the Commor/. RukJ Vincenr noted 
that Jesus first integrated "fully into his life every type of virtue .. .. " That was 
preparation, after which the Lord "then went on to teach, by preaching the good 
news of salvation to poor people, and by passing on to his apostles and d isciples what 
they needed to know to berome gu ides for others. " The Congregat ion , Vincent says, 
"wants to imirate Christ the Lord ... to imitate his virtues as well as what he did for 
the salvation of others. It is only right that if the Congregation is to do the same sort 
of work it should act in the same sorr of way." 
A5 a result, Vincent 's earl iest labors tended to follow that model, which he 
described in the earliest purposes of the Congregation: after "patterning ourselves, as 
F.u as possible, on the virtues which the great master taught us," the missionaries' 
tasks were " to preach the good news of salvation to poor people, especially in rural 
areas; and to help semi narians and priesu to grow in knowledge and vi rtue, so that 
they can be effective in their ministry." 
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Withom missing a nme, today's Congregation has taken up the chanI. his 
sounded in the opening paragraphs of the COlIStillltiom, which declare the purpose 
of the Congregation "to follow Christ evangelizing the poor," and its spirit "a 
participation in the spi rit of Chris I himsdf," as proposed by Saint Vincent: "'He sent 
me to preach the good news 10 tile poor.' Hence, Jesus Christ is the rule of the 
Mission and shall be considered as the center of its life and activity." Th is purpose 
is specified and achieved in the direction 10 the members: (a) to "work at 
evangelizing the poor, especially the more abandoned," and, (b) to "help the clergy 
and the laity in their formation and lead them to a fuller participation in the 
evangelizing of the poor." 
A closer elaboration in time is the N~w Evangelization derived from the 
u tur to tlJ( COl/pm that emerged from the 1992 General Assembly. It is really a 
call, say the writers, to "renew our convictions and our commitments for the 
mission." And SO "our fundamental mission will consist in announcing Jesus Christ 
sent into the world by the Father to proclaim the good news of salvation to rhe 
poor. " An integral dimension of that challenge for rhe mission is the cal l for renewal 
among the members as New Mm and for our communal groupings as New 
Communitin 
The missionary behavior of Jesus was a lifelong focus for Vincent. He 
offered it nm only as the model for the Congregation's way of life, bU( also as a 
motive to th e members for observing the rules, which embodied the example of 
Jesus. Vincent made [his dear in his conference of 17 May 1658, when he 
promulgated and distributed the Common RuleS". "Another reason to live faithfully 
according to the rules," he stated , "is mat they are drawn almost completely from 
the gospet...Our divine savior came and was sent by his father 10 preach the gospel 
to the poor: PaujUTibul roangeliM" milil me.'" Vincent savored the statemem several 
more times, and then proceeded: "Yes. that is what we were fou nded for. Yes. 
gentlemen ... our portion is the poor ... To fulfill our ministry is to continue the work 
of the son of God, who went out to the countryside to seek ou( the poor. Our 
institute attempts to do the same, to serve and help the poor, whom we must 
recognize as our lords and masters. " 
In Vincem's appropriating Isaiah's commissioning words after the manner 
of Jesus, the saint was donning the nunde modeled on that of Jesus and he was 
sharing it as a legJ.CY to his missionaries and a mark of their identity. Indero, fidelity 
to that legacy became a norm for the missionaries' sdf~judgment. especially at the 
end. "How happy they will be at the hour of their death, " Vincent promised, "who 
will see accomplished in themselves these beautiful words of our Lord: EllangdiMre 
pauperibus m;lil me Dominus! See, my bromers how it seems our Lord wants to tell 
us by these words that one of his main concerns was to work fo r the poor. Cursed 
shall we be if we fail to serve and help them." 
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Th us, in Vincenr's mind his ideal missionary would wrap himself in the 
mantle of Jesus and pray that the spirit of the Lord would indeed come upon him, 
the missionary, and anoint him: that is, to share the Lord's mission and a portion of 
his holiness. The sai nt would hope, in rum, that rhe same spirit would make 
effective the missionary's preaching of the Good News as to elicit reactions similar to 
those that the evangelist reported of Jesus' listeners: "All spoke highly of him and 
were amaZ«i at the gracious words that came from his mouth." 
Fdnllary-Marr:h, 1995 
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vincent's J:.,eadership 
r ouis Abclly, near the end of his biography of the saint, has a chapter titled "The 
~ Leadership Sryle of Monsieur Vincent." It is SO placed !O offer an underlying 
explanation for the remarkable success of his lifetime ministry in charity. 
The most fundamental norm , or end, that the saint proposed whether for 
himself or others. says Abelly, was "always to act for the greater glory of God and ro 
accomplish his most holy will...This goal dominated his thoughts. his desi res, and 
his imemions ... Hc strove for nothing but that God's name be blessed, his kingdom 
advanced, and his will accomplished on earrh as it is in hcaven . ~ 
As a means of achieving this goal Vincent's ~main and nearly universal method 
was to conform himself entirely to the example of Jesus Christ. n There was no surer path 
to follow, or on which to lead others, than "that traveled by the word and wisdom of 
God." Accordingly, the saint had "engraved Uesus'J words and actions upon his own 
mind, modeling himself in all he did and said upon the prototype of all virtue and 
sanctity.~ In first caring for his own salvation Vincent was ready to care for others: ~ He 
knew the truth that the proper measure that we must have for our neighbor is the love 
we have for ourselves." 
There were certain qualities of his leadership that were easily identifiable. The 
first of these was humility, whereby he was always open to consultation. Humility was, 
Abelly notes, ~Monsieur Vincent's fi rst and most faithful advisor. Although he had a 
clear and C<lpable mind, he always mistrusted his own thoughtS. He turned to God in every 
situation to ask for his light and help. Then he would seek the advice of others ... and he 
advised his confreres to act in the same way." 
Another quality was firmness and consistency in following through, once the 
decision was made. Vincent told one of his superiors: "Once we have com mended 
something to God and taken counsel, we should remain firm in what we have decided, 
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rejecting as a temptation all thought to the contrary." 
Although his decisions were firm, he made certain that they were considered 
and deliberate. It was a principle of Vincent's, says Abclly, ~lhal any advice given too 
quickly was an expression of one's personal judgment rather than the inspiration of the 
Holy Spirit, whom he preferred to consult before responding." [f pressed for an answer 
with li ttle time fo r delay, "[Vi ncent] would nO! answer until he had raised his mind to 
God and asked his light and help. Otherwise he would base his answer on some passage 
of holy scripture, or on some action of me Son of God that had a bearing on the maner 
under discussion." 
As one who regularly had occasion and need to expect certain behaviors of 
others, the saint was carefu l to maimain regularity and punctuality on his own part. Says 
Alxlly, Vincent "used to say that those in charge of others ought to be firm in the 
observances, and be on their guard lest they be the cause oflaxity of the com munity by 
their own lack of fi rmness or exactitude. Among al l things that might hurt a community, 
nothing is more dangerous than a superior who is too soft, who wants to please others, 
and who seeks to be loved .. . A happy com munity is largely the result of a good leader." 
Even so, when Vincent had to be firm or insistent with his confreres, he always 
did it with "a mild grace." Or sometimes he would be tentative or indirect in his 
response, as when he was obliged to refuse something, Mhe would prefer that his confreres 
would surmise as much, without obliging hi m to refuse outright for fear of giving pain." 
When pressed to agree to something he did not think proper. Vincent would ask. "Would 
you be good enough to remind me of this some other time?" [n any event, he was always 
aware of each person's feelings or temperammt in his responses. 
II 
His Dir« tion ofPt"Op/~ 
In exercising leadership Vincent himself heeded certain priorities regarding 
the people whom he shepherded. [n the formation of sem inarians, fo r instance -
his own especially - he advocated a pattern of progression within their programs. 
T he first task was purgative, that is, as Abelly says, "to destroy sin and the bulrs and 
fai lings in those under his care." This occurred as they entered the Internal Seminary 
(the commun ity's novitiate), which represented "a school of virtue," Then, as they 
moved along into higher ecclesiastical studies, {he task was consolidation: to 
maintain faith :md fervor and to camion against their opposites. The transition from 
the fervor of the Internal Seminary to advanced studies was an extreme step that 
warranted caution. "Goi ng from one extreme to another is dangerous," Vincent 
said. "A glass that comes from the furnace into the cold runs the risk of cracking." 
Nevertheless in dealing with his confreres generally, h is aim was "to lead 
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them to the perfection of their state and to a most exaCt regulari ty,n and not just to 
"[remedy] vice and [root] om fa uhs." He took the lead by giving the example 
himself. " It might be said," observed Abelly, "that [Vincent's] example was one of 
the ch ief causes of the good order so much adm ired in the house of Saint-Lazare. n 
As leader Vincent had to monitor within his community such disorders as 
rivalry and slander. "vices more to be feared than others." In countel.lcting these, 
the saint was accustomed [Q remind the offenders, reports Abelly, that '"rhe traits of 
envy and detraction pierce first the heart of Jesus Christ before reaching those agai nst 
whom they are aimed." Vincent especially recommended fl.lternai correction as a 
remedy. To avoid inflaming the situation , it would be done ordinarily "not on the 
spur of the moment, and never in anger ... (but with] grace filled with fi rm ness ... like 
the oil and the wine of the good Samaritan. " Indeed, for success it should promise 
{() be useful, helpful and agreeable to the person admonished. In all cases there 
should be consideration for the person , even to the point of asking him if he is 
willing to hear what will be said. 
His Managtmtnt ofTtmporalitits 
Abelly remarks that, although Vincent believed in the care that providence 
showed, he was ca reful about preserving and managing the temporal goods of the 
Congregation. "A:; the fiuher of the fam ily had the responsibiliry 10 feed his 
children ... and heads of organ izations to influence the Spirit and life of their 
members ... so Vincent saw himself as obliged to look after the needs of his 
community," said Abelly, reflecting Vincent's words. 
In overseeing these needs he worked on an economy of time, money, and 
activity. Vincent was not capable of personal presence in all places, and so appointed 
"procurators and other knowledgeable people to handle these affairs," even though 
they stood by for his advice and approval. A function he observed was to see 
whether something once begun should be pursued to its conclusion . For assurance 
that some of the work get done, he used the lay brothers and other lay persons to 
perform duties on the Saint- Lazare farm and in the buildings. 
He insisted that missions be given without charge, and that missionaries 
take neither money nor gifts from those evangelized: on occasion gifts or alms, 
perhaps, but only if given Out of charity and not by way of salary or recompense. 
Then, roo, he wanted the provisions offood and clothing to be appropriate 
to the times and to the places where the community was situated. He urged 
everyon e to be satisfied with what was given them. In bad years when prices were 
high, he tried to see if some cutting back of the usual portion of meat or wine could 
be made; he sought to share' in the common suffering of the people by cutting back 
on the expenses of the house. 
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Vincent avoided superfluous expenses, spending only the leasr amounr 
possible for necessiries, and yer he spared norhing when it came to chariry. He spem 
nothing on whar he considered "embellishmems, paiming, ornaments, furnirure. or 
niceties which were not strictly necessary." Only what was necessary for rhe service 
of Cad did he find valuable. In this regard even time was precious to him. Because 
of so many commirments inside and outSide rhe commun iry, he strove, said Abelly. 
"ro lose not a single moment in doi ng anything useless." 
As a conclusion to his rrea rmem of Vincent's leadership AbelJy provided a 
chapter that is a conversation containing the saint's advice to Antoine Durand, who 
was being named superior at the seminary at Agde. Abelly's iment is to show the 
correspondence between his outline of Vincent's ~theory" of leadership and rhe 
sai nt 's actual behavior in pranice. Vincenr ends with a few words of encouragement 
and a sense of his own needs: "That is enough for raday ... You are about (0 undertake 
a gTear work .. .! pray that our Lord will bless your leadersh ip. Please join me in 
praying he will forgive me all rhe faulrs which I have committed in the position I 
now hold. " 
April-May, 1995 
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,,%dical Detachment 
(( W hen we have spent all we have for our Lord and nothing remains, then we 
will leave rhe key under the door and go." How is that for radical 
dctachmenr? Vincent de Paul uttered these words, according to Louis Abelly, in 
response [0 a priest-friend of the saint who inquired whether the expense of boarding 
ordinands at Saint-Lazare was such thai the retreatants should be charged for their 
Stay at the house. In that same vein, there was one occasion when the treasurer of 
Saint-Lazare reported that there was not a sou left to cover either the ordinary or the 
extraordinary expenses arising from an ordinands' retreat about to begin. "What 
good news! God be blessed!" I n that exclamation "he raised his voice, H Abelly noted. 
"Fine," Vincent continued, "now we will see if we have confidence in God." 
Indeed, the debts incurred by Saint-Lazare from the clergy conferences and 
other works of charity there were a source of concern to his confreres because of the 
threat of financial insecurity. His response was: ~The treasures of God's providence 
are inexhall5tible, and ou r distrust of God does him no honor. If our Company of 
the Mission is destroyed, it will not be by poverty but by wealth. ~ This situation at 
Saint-Lazare thus became a paradigm of the tension perceived berween Vincent's 
generosity for the mission - of training the clergy and serving the poor - :md his 
abiding confidence in a benign providence to supply what wou ld be needed. 
Was this behavior extravagant, imprudent, indeed improvident? From a 
rational viewpoint some of his attitudes and activities might have seemed even sdf-
defeating. The welfiue of the Congregation and its continued progress were 
uppermost in his mind, but he took positions wh ich, wh ile relying upon providence, 
would work against the very wclF.tre he wanted to foster. Thus, as Abelly observed, 
;<To assure himself that this dependence was absolute and his confidence complete, 
(Vincent] never acted in any way to obtain benefices, houses, or establishments, nor 
even to anract any candidates for the Congregation. " For instance, Abelly 
cont inued, "When offered gifts, rVi ncent] was more inclined to accept the lesser 
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rather than the greater. When there was a question of admitcitlg someone to (he 
communi ry he hesitated more to receive persons of some distinction or of some 
renown in the world than he did for accepting those of the lower class." 
In tak ing the "lesser" he wanted to avoid a pride th3t might dilute the puriry 
of his motivation or the appearance of circumvenring the di rection of rhe providence 
of God. "If we place our confidence in men, or on some gi ft of nature or fonune," 
Vincenr declared, "then Goo will withdraw from us ... Would you like to know why 
we will sometimes fuil in what we do? It is because we rely upon ourselves ... When 
a preacher, superior, or confesso r rel ies tOO much on his own prudence, learning or 
his own gifts ... God withdraws and leaves him TO himself ... He learns through his 
own experience that no matter how talented he may be, he can do nothing without 
God." A contemporary prelate confirmed this policy of Vincent when he observed: 
"This principle, introduced by him into rhe Congregation, of not favoring gifts of 
nature or fortune unless they were joined to virtue and subservient to grace, was one 
of the major means by which God inspired him TO preserve his Congregation in the 
purity of its spiri r." 
[n add ition to shortages of materials for the mission, like money and 
provisions, Vincent's leadership suffered other restrictions or reversals, such as 
dimin ished numbers of workers Qused by sickness or death or by the need TO stretch 
his manpower to cover the Congregation's many commitments. Despi te the losses, 
somc superiors sti ll clamored fo r help to accomplish thei r durie";.<;. Tn nnl" who felt 
the shortage beQuse of deaths, the saint encouraged him to work with what he h3d: 
"Believe me, three [men] ca n do more [h3n [en when ou r Lord puts his hand to 
thi ngs, and he always does so when he takes away the mC3ns of doing otherwise. ~ 
Perhaps Vincent's greatest struggle to stay fixed in the attitude of confidence in Goo 
came at a time when he and the Company suffered major setbacks of this kind, 
particularly the deaths of eight confreres from the plague in Italy and the dC3ths of 
three missionaries to Madagascar, rwo on the journey and the other on the island. 
That these losses affected him was evident from the repeated inclusion of the news, 
almost as a formula, in many of the letters he wrOte to confreres during 1657. 
Despite his sorrow, he always found grou nds for hope: '" am inconsolable at the loss 
of so many good workers ... but rhey are surely very happy because, having died for 
the salvation of others, after the example of Uesusl. they saved rneir lives by losing 
them .. . We have reason to hope that the ashes of these de<:eased men ... wilJ be the 
seed fo r many fine missionaries. " 
"Totally rndical" sounds like teenage lingo, but that designation for 
Vincent's detachmcnt is an accurntc fit. In conducti ng his ministries he was 
elemental in shunning the appearance of self-reliance and in asserting dependence 
upon divine providence. He seemingly could stand apart and appear emotionally 
disengaged from situations that would cause panic in superiors, treasurers, or others 
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-wich responsibiliTies to discharge. Nor that he neglected to attend TO the practical 
demands of such cases or was unsympathetic to them; he slowed his response in 
order to assure himself that his motivation was selfless or that self-confidence atone 
was not his assurance. He wanted certitude that his solution came from God. 
That cal mn ess arose from an unwavering faith in an all- inclusive 
providence of God. Little wonder that Vinccnr took his time to aer, that in some 
instances he believed few hands could be as effective as many, that catastrophes did 
no t always seem as disasnous [0 him as they d id to others. Yet the saint did not 
encourage passiviry in accepting reversals. as he IlDled in writing to many confreres 
about the death of his Irish confrere, Dermot Duggan , who was a great loss to the 
mission in England: HSince [God] is the maSter of the living and the dead, it is up 
to him to dispose of them as he wishes, and up to liS to ask him to raise up new ones, 
according to his heart, to carry on his work. n 
It is "'up to us," said Vincent, introducing the human elemem in the proper 
sequence. In his eyes, only after the vision and the acceptance of providence have 
fi rst prevailed in all such cases can the individual proceed to take act ion, 
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"Thy Will Be Done. )) 
(( rrhert: are only twO kinds of people in the end," British writer C.S. Lewis 
~..L wrOte, "those who say to God, 'Thy will be done,' and those co whom God 
says, 'Thy will be done.''' That is, the saints, who will blossom outwardly toward 
God, and the co ndemned, who will be fixed in the hell of self-absorption. 
Vincent de Paul's li fe was a li tany of invocations of the first kind. "The 
perfection of love," he claimed. "does not consist in ecstasies, but in fu lfilling the will 
of God." T hat person is "most perf«:t ... who has be;t conformed his own will to 
Gods in such a way that no distinction remains between his own and (;od·s. ~ 
Indeed, this approaches the condition of ~the angds and the blessed in heaven [who] 
accomplish the holy and adorable will of God. " This might be an image of Vincent's 
own stance befort'! God. 
Because Jesus was Vinct'!nt's model in all things, tht'! saint followed the 
Lord's example - first to Jearn and pracnct'! virrut'! befort'! attempting to preach it to 
otht'!rs, in this case, correspondence to the will of the Father. Jesus carnt'!, said 
Vinct'!nr, "from ht'!aven to t'!anh JUSt to do the will of God his Father in accomplishing 
rh t'! work of our root'!mption, and he delightoo in doing what ht'! knew to Ix- most 
pleasing to God at tht'! time and in the way he recognized as being in conformity with 
his will." Jesus mad t'! this stance manifest in his lift'! , which was "nothing dst'! than a 
web of olx-dit'!nCt'!." in which "ht'! willoo to be subjt'!Ct to tht'! Most Blessed Virgin, to 
Saint Joseph, and also to orht'!rs plae«l in authoriry, good and bad .... ~ QUI of his 
own t'!xperienct'! and practict'! Vincent offt'!red to his missionarit'!s a compreht'!nsive 
vision of how th t'! will of God manift'!sted itsdf in these authorities. " It is the will of 
God and his good plt'!asure," he said, "thai we obq the p relates of his Church. kings, 
magistrates, wht'!n they command or forbid us to do cenain things. It is his will that 
we obey the laws of tht'! kingdom in which we iivt'! , that we obcyour F.l.tht'!rs, mothers, 
relations. and superiors. By acting in th is way we do the will of God." Indt'!Cd, ht'! 
felt. this obedience can be directed even "beyond those who havt'! the right to give us 
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orders"; that is, in submitti ng ourselves «to all human creamres ... " by way of 
"condescension, deference and all sorts of services for others." This animde has 
sp<"cial meaning for persons in community. in the members' displaying tolerance for 
differences among themselves, in practicing forbearance, and in seeking mutual 
understanding. 
The saint cautioned that recognizing and accepting so many instances as 
the will of Cod must come not in unthinking acquiescence. "Among rhe multitude 
of thoughts and inclinations tha t incessantly arise within us," he said, "many may 
appear to be good but do nor come from God and are nor pleasing to him." Rather, 
prudence would dictate that one would discern and discriminate, seek counsel and 
accept advice. pray for ligh t, and above all, proceed slowly and never anticipate 
providence. 
This conformity to the divine will brings its own rewards. God leads such 
a person "in everything and by everything." Usi ng an image from the psalmist (73: 
23), Vincent observed how "God holds him , so to speak. by his right hand, and [the 
personJ accepts This divine guidance with complete submission. For tomorrow, the 
following week, the whole year, and his entire life you will see him living in peace 
and tranquil ity, and in an uninterrupted movemen t toward God. " That person, too, 
becomes a source of joy - to himself and to orhers as well: "Everywhere he spreads 
in the souls of his neighbor the happy sp irit with which he himself is filled. " Add 
to that, being wise and effective: "All his words h:tve strength :lnd energy .. The ~dvice 
he gives to others and all his act ions give great edification. ~ 
That striking image - walking hand in hand with God, divine guidance 
in the lead - would seem to define Vincent's own lifelong relationship to rhe will 
of God. h is little wonder, then, that the sai nt enjoyed the blessings that 
:Iccompanied that conformity: peace and tranquili ty, an inner joy as well as a gift for 
sharing it wi th others, and finally, strength and energy in his words and actions that 
gave power to his service of rhe gospel. 
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"I VVish I'd Said That!)) 
rrhat famil iar refrain, an expression of regret thaI you were not first with the 
~.L remark o r the insight, reminds us rhat there is frequently someone who is 
quicker on lhe draw. It is not necessa rily a begrudging sentimen t. In faC t. it is often 
spoken in a [one of admiration. Nor is the Termin always limited to words. Given 
rhe convention of seeing a person's life as a statement, one might also use the refrain 
as an expression of benign cnvy at the rich meaning of that person's life. This 
thought came [0 mind recently in wimtsSing the impact that the death of Joseph 
Cardi nal Bernardi n had on so many people, who admired him in both his life and 
his death. It is as if there' was a communal, wistful desire on the part orhis admirers 
[hat their lives migh t be as edifYing as his. "I wish I'd said that!" they seem w 
exclaim. 
This. we might suppose, is the basis for the cult of the saims. It is a kind 
of ~holy envy" we experience when we see a person whose life, at least in i[S final 
stages, was the embodimem of the gospel ideal and becomes wonhy of imitation. 
This cenai nly holds (fue for the life and the achievemem of Saint Vincem de Paul. 
The~ a~ endu ring ingredients in his swry that give it a universal appeal that takes 
it beyond eras, beyond nationalities, beyond cultures. People see in his life the 
val idation of the gospel- nO[ only w believe, bm w live i[S values, especially in its 
mandate of practical cha riry. ") wish I'd said thad" his fo llowers exclaim. 
Vincent himself had occasion w be edified by the exemplary lives of some 
of his OWIl contemporaries. He viewed S~ int Francis de Sales, for instance, who was 
his mentor and indeed his hero, as "the meekest and gentlest persoll I have ever meL 
The very first time I saw him, I saw from the outset that his expression, his way of 
speaki ng and conversing with others was an expression of the meekness of our Lord 
Jesus Ch rist who had taken possession of his hearL" Anmher instance he found at 
home, in the case of one of his lay brothers, Pierre Sirven, a man whom Vincem 
considered "the living rule of the Company; a wise, intelligent man, benevolem 
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toward everyone." Similarly, among the Ladies of Charity his admiration singled 
out one remarkable woman, about whom he observed that "if through some 
mischance the gospels wert' lost, their spirit and maxims would be found in the 
conduct and semimems of Madame FOl!que(. She makes devotion so attractive that 
she encourages everyone to be devout.~ Vincent, too, was capable of uttering, "I 
wish I'd said fhat!" 
The source and prorotype for all such behavior - his own and others' -
was, in Vincent's eyes, the life and ministry of Jesus Chris(. That truth is central in 
all of these instances citcd. The saint took this as a basic rule of his own behavior 
and left it as a legacy ro his disciples. It is the driving spiri t of the Congregation's 
Common Ru/~$, which he acknowledged in his letler of introduction: "I have tried ro 
base aJlthe rules, where possible, on the spirit and actions of Jesus Christ. My idea 
was that men who are called to continue Christ's mission, which is mainly preaching 
the good news 10 the poor, should see things from his point of view and want to be 
what he wanted. They should have the same spirit that he had, and follow in his 
footsteps." When the saint saw this ideal realized in zealous missionaries he said, 
"How blessed are they who give themselves ro God in this way. They do what Jesus 
Ch rist did, and imitate him in his practice of poverty, humiliry, patience, zeal for the 
glory of God and the salvation of souls! In this way they become true disciples of 
the master ... and live purdy with his spirit." 
Others recognized in Vincem the embodiment of this ideal. One of his 
confreres reponed the remarks of Monsieur Portail about Vincem (quoted by 
Abelly) that "Monsieur Vincent was the perfect image of Jesus Christ whom he knew 
upon eanh, and that he had never heard Monsieur Vincent say or do anyth ing 
except relating to him who said, 'What I JUSt did was to give you an example: as I 
h:lve done, so you must do.'" Abelly himself observed that Vincent "had so 
imprillled the image of Jesus Christ upon his mind and was SO penetrated with his 
holy maxims that he spoke, thought and acted only in view of God." 
It is possible always [Q have a .sense of admiration and benign envy when we 
encounter persons whose lives approach the gospel ideal. "I wish 10 said thart~ The 
refrain echoes, whether the life is that of Vincent de Paul himself or that of anyone 
of his disciples who mirror his qualities. Such lives merit imitation as well. They 
:He :mthentic:ued. moreover, by Iheir rOOfS in rhl" model ofJeslls Christ himself. 
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"Embrace the Whole World.)) 
I t is remarkable how much a person's life could be programmed or be drained of spontaneity if he or she would let it happen. This is a hazard of the Christmas 
season, for instance. when rhe media offtr pre-packaged setS offcelings about what 
the experience of the season should be. The resulting expectations grow to suggest 
the coziness of a Norman Rockwell Christmas. The same holds true of the gifts that 
are touted, expensive or exotic items to ~make dreams come true, " Victims of such 
illusions have at the end only a handful of sadness. disappointment, and 
manuf:1ctured guilt. The s:lmc tempt:l.tion is there during rhe rest of the ye::u:lS well. 
Without denying the" value of somt:' self·hdp manuals. there is a flood of such how-
to books that stifle initiative - how to fed, how to relate, how to ~ happy, how to 
get mad, how to grieve, etc. - running the gamut. it seems, of every phase oftiving. 
With such pressures, where is the freedom, the variety, and the spontaneity? The 
pattern for such living seems as artificial as painting by numbers. 
This is a risk within the C hristian life, too: to gu ide one's life by formalism 
and duty alone, in activities drained of enthusiasm or spontancity, if not love. 
Thoughts of this kind call attention to the contrasting expansiveness, richness and 
variety of Saint Vincent de Paul's apostolic life, wh ich led him down a path wholly 
different from that other roorc. His life was defined by the diverse occasions he faced 
and by his willingness to adapt to what each one called for. The landscape of his 
ministries was variegated, filled with persons of all sorts and conditions: city and 
country dwellers, rich and poor, bishops and priests, cleric and lay, royalty and 
commoners, statesmen and peasants. There was bur one way, of course, to dcal with 
cvcryonc - that is, in rhc spirit of thc gospel- but thc attention to cach individual 
called for a unique response, each filce that of Christ, calling to mind Poet Gerard 
Manley Hopkins' image, "what in God's eye he [the individual] is": 
... Christ plays in ten thousand places, 
Lovely in limbs, and 10"ely in eyes not his 
To the Father through the featu res of men's faces. 
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h was the poor who caught Vincent's special anem ion, mainly ~ause his 
ministry most often cast him into their midst. Their condition called him to a 
special way of seei ng. Instead of viewing them in the mass, to him each person was 
evidence of God's presence. The saint's faith saw beyond appearances. "Often enough, " 
he said, "being SO crude and ea rthy, [the poor] do nOt present themselves as 
respectable or reasonable beings. But turn the medal over and by the light of faith 
you will sec that the Son of God, who chose to be poor, is present here in these poor 
people. n Far from looking down on them, Vincent took on a new relationship with 
the poor, privileged as they were in God's eyes, as ~our lords and masters ... and we 
are unworthy to render them our small favors. n They were not to be taken for 
grJlHed, and . indeed, they were an avenue to God, as Vincent frequently observed, 
"God loves the poor, and thus surely he must love those who love and serve them." 
Vincent 's attitude toward providence also affected the tempo of his life. 
That stance kept him off balance, as it were, and prevented him from taking 
predictable, measured steps. He must have felt, at times, a tension between his 
impulse to move forward energetically ;md the belief that he must await providence, 
that is, follow or accompany it rather than anticipate it. No matter how ripe for 
harvest a field might be, Vincent would not go unless the bishop invited the 
Congregation. Indeed, even the pastors were considered: "We take it as a rule to 
work for the good of the people, with the concurrence of the pastors, and never 
against their wishes. At the beginning and end of each mission we seek their blessing 
to show our dependence upon them." 
Even though the saint recognized the validity of his delays, they must have 
caused him some frustration, as they certainly did some of his contemporaries, who 
sometimes waited impatiently for him to act. His persistence just deepened his 
conviction, though. "What treasures are hidden in ... providence. And how those 
who follow it and not stride before it honor the Lord. n H is humility caused him to 
see himself "as a poor blind man, unable to take a step in the way of goodness unless 
[God's] hand of mercy guide [him]." Conformity to providence, in Vincent's mind, 
and a practice recommended to his missiona ries, was "the one thing we should aspire 
<0. " 
In his service Vincent burned inside with a fire of zeal that energized his 
ministry. Those who were touched by this heat must have found it an enrich ing 
experience and accounted it a grace. As one religious said of him, "Who has not feh 
the charity of Monsieur Vincent in fulfilling the needs of their lives, whether of body 
or sou l? Can anyone be found who had recourse to him and went away without 
receiving some help?~ From another source, after an address to the Paris 
confraterni ty, one woman exclaimed, "Ah, ladies, can we not say, as did the disciples 
at Emmaus, that our hearts burned with the love of God while Monsieur Vi ncent 
spoke to us?" To which another woman replied, "You must not be surprised, for he 
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is an angel of the Lord. He allows the love of God which burns in his hean wappear 
on his lips as burning coals." 
The missionary vision that guid~d Vincent de Paul was wide and all-
embracing: "Our vocation ,~ he wid his missionaries, "is to go neither to a si ngle 
pa rish nor to a single diocese. We are to embrace the whole world 10 gain the hearts 
of alJ.~ History certainly played this our in the diversity of the works that providence 
set in his path and in the breadth of experiences they offered. His creative and 
zealous responses to such variery of offerings are his legacy to his followers. He 
taught them w think beyond boundaries or fixed positions, yet to watch for the 
proper signals from providence to set the pace. He offered insight into serving the 
poor, neither romanticiz.ing them nor dismissing them, but viewing them in Ch rist's 
eyes - an incarnational perspective that dom inated his vision. Th is was a vision 
which could endure a lifetime, for Vincent held that serving the poor could be a 
barometer of one's hope and a guaranree of perseverance. This was an assurance with 
which the saint consoled a missionary who was afraid of dying: "Those who love the 
poor in life will have nothing to fear in death. " 
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-~ qreat Charity CToward.All Clerics )) 
(T'he months of May and June make up the season when fresh classes of the newly 
~..L ordained aTC released to the Church at large. The numbers nowadays arc /lot as 
expansive as once they were, but, wkHever their sizes, they do represcm infusions of 
new life. 
The Midwest province. like so much of the rest of the world, has also 
experienced these meager harvests. The province still upholds, though. the tradition 
and legacy handed down from Saint Vincent of serving the clergy. whether in their 
initial formation in the seminary or in offering ~spi ritual assistance to priem both in 
the work of their ongoing format ion and in promoting their pastoral zeal, ~ ::IS the 
current Comtillitions prescribe. With the diminishing numbers in the Midwest 
seminary apostolate this laner purpose takes on more immediacy. This mandate of 
"spiritual assistance" would show many faces of priestly ministry: working side by 
side with priests in the field. giving spi ritual support in counseling and spiritual 
direction, offering retreats, or providing cominuing ministerial. theological, and 
pastoral education . Added to this in the new text are fresh nuances. One of these 
is the direction "to encourage in them [the parish priests] the desire of fulfilling the 
Church's option for the poor. " The other is "to devote themselves to motivating and 
sui tably preparing lay people for ministries necessary in a Christian com munity." 
The list of services to the clergy would include even such a mundane activity as 
availability for pastoral relief to COver needed absences. 
In addition to these services to fellow clerics, Vincent demonstrated for his 
missionaries another level of service in the form of hospitality. Visitors to Sai nt-
Lazare, and any others who came across his path, were well aware of the saint's 
attunemcnt to their needs. Abclly recites a litany of the many instances that Vincent 
responded to as such. Sickness of guests offered other occasions for hospitality, 
either because rhe person became ill while at Saint-Lazare or he came to Paris for 
medical help and needed shelter. Some even took advantage of the hospitality: one 
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priest, unknown £0 anyone and ill dressed, turned our be a thief; while another got 
sick and became so demanding that the members of the house wanted £0 OUSt him 
(unlike the case of another priest who fdt his sickness was a burden to the house) . 
Vincent wished £0 take no action against either of these ungrateful visitors. Vincent 
welcomed priests from the country who sought aid for their parishioners devastated 
by the wars or some other disaster. The Slim's universal stance. said Abelly, was "the 
great charity he displayed toward al l derics, [that] encouraged all poor priests to 
come to him as their father, full of confidence in him ... Hardly a day passed that 
someone did nOt seek his aid." 
Underlying Vincent's commitmen t to serving the clergy was a concern that 
the missionaries' own focus be clear. He articulated for them his goal in the area of 
evangelization - "to spread God's love in all directions ... to bring fire to the world 
so that it would be on fire with [his] love." This notion converges with the mission 
of the Church in the modern statement of its mission of evangelization, as expressed 
in Paul VI's E/Jang~/ii Nllntiandiand incorporated into the province's own Staununt 
on EvangtliZillion: ~To bear witness, in a simple and direct way to God revealed by 
Jesus Ch rist, in the Holy Spirit; to bear witness that in his son God has loved the 
world - that in his Incarnate Word he has given being to all things and has called 
men £0 etern:d life." 
The saint was fUrther concerned that in offering service to others. the 
missionaries first be credible through their own examples of probity of life and zeal 
for the Good News. Given the mandate of "bringing fire," he wonders, on his own 
part, "How could I myself not burn with divine fire?" His frequent remarks about 
the formation of candidates could equally stand as a mandate to the missionaries for 
their service to the ordained, especially in modeling virtue to them. Beyond teaching 
them "chant, ceremonies, and a little moral theology," he wrote once to a seminary 
reClOT, "what is important is to form them in solid piety and devotion." In order to 
do this last effectively, however, rhe missionary '"must be the first to be filled with the 
above. for it would be almost useless £0 instruct them on these th ings without giving 
example. We must be full reservoirs in order to be able to let our water spill OUt 
without becoming empty. We must possess the spirit with which we want them £0 
be animated. for no one can give what he does not have." 
Perhaps Vincent's distilled notion of how the missionary is both exam ple 
and effective minister is best expressed within a long panegyric letter announcing the 
death of Monsieur Jean Pille, an early associate whom he regarded as "t he happiness 
and blessing of the Mission." In more than fifteen pages the saint su rveys the life 
and virtues of the priest and concludes, "There is a great deal to be learned and to 
profit from this for all categories of persons who make up our Congregation. The 
old will learn not to dispense themselves from the rule; the young. to be submissive; 
the sick. to be encouraged and to be patient; the healthy. not to pretend to be 
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working; the spiritual , to perfect them~lves; and the sensual to be ashamed at the 
sight of a sick old man mortifying himself...Those who complain of being unfit for 
preaching, hearing confessions and cMrying out other mission functions because of 
their infirmity or ailments of body or mind, or because they are left at home to work 
at something else that they do not like, will learn here that it is a great presumption 
to imagine that God needs their ralent, as if he could not convert souls by some 
other means, and that obedience, mortification, prayer, patience, and similar virtues 
win souls better than the lofty sciences and all human industry .... " 
Recognizillg the soun:e of dlt: f'l'iCH 'S dT~liveness in ministry, Vincent 
concluded, with extravagant pra ise, that Monsieur Pille "did more by his suffering 
than all of us by our activity." 
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The Apostolate and qood Health 
~ ood health is a hot item on almost everyone's list these days. There arc so many 
':::J built-in hazards to rwenrieth century living-stress, foul air, cancer-causing 
agents, to name a few - that many people are taking a defensive stance against these 
menaces to well-being. There is a sp&ial interest in the topic among religious 
communities, not only for their members' personal welfare, but, in view of 
diminishing numbers, for ensuri ng the reasonable continuance of their useful service 
in the apoS(olarc. 
Ahhough Vincent lived almost eighty years, he had abiding anxieties about 
his health throughout. A minor current running through his correspondence with 
Saint Louise de Marillac is a lifelong mutual concern about their respective ailments. 
Their leners are an affectionate exchange of volleys about their health: frcHing about 
each other (UTake care of you rself."), enco ul':lging and reporting on each other's 
condi tion (" I am feeling bener." "My catarrh seems to be leuing up a little."), and 
offering commonsense advice or their sometimes quaint remedies. As motivation to 
her friend to ~take care of yourself," Louise executed a clever spi n on the Golden 
Rule that could not help catching Vincent's anemion: "You shou ld be kind to your 
body. as you would be toward that of a poor person." 
These practical concerns about heahh he communicated to his missionaries, 
especially tWO extremes to beware of: a tOO delicate concern for one's health and an 
inordina te expense of energy that would endanger that health - both to thc 
detriment of the apostolate. Thus, he cautions against the auitude that, ~for a little 
health, an imaginary remedy, an infirmary where nothing shall be lacking, for a 
house that pleases .. . and a rest that indulges sloth. the missionary would deprive 
himself of the freedom of serving the Lord, On the othcr hand, "Be careful to 
preserve your health, It is a trick of the devil, which he employs to deccive good 
souls, to incite them to do more than they are able, in ordcr that they may be no 
longer able to do anything." 
" 
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Vincent's good sense navigated a reasonable course between these twO 
extremes. Sickness, of course, was a reality, and in the face of it, the sain t ordered 
that "nothing be lacking to [the sick confrere] ... to spare no means to regain his 
heahh.,,[evenl that the chal ices [bel >old ... to achieve this purpose." What he 
advocates in ordinary practice is a moderate care for oneself, succumbing neither to 
anxiety nor to overwork. He observes, taking the long view: "You will exercise 
grealer charity by preserving yourself in order to serve your neighbor fo r a long time 
to come than by wearing yourself out very soon for the salvation of a few," 
It comes ro this: "Evangelical workers aTe treasures that deserve to be 
carefully guarded ." 
April, 1990 
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